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Abstract
The discourse of children’s participation in decision-making on all levels of society, from
community and environmental development to their ‘everyday lives’, has received
increasing interest in recent decades, developing into an almost universally fashionable
rhetoric. Within the literature, however, there is a growing concern that much of this
rhetoric fails to seriously engage in a wide-ranging and rigorous theoretical critique of its
own policies and practices; policies and practices which have in some respects fallen short
of their intended purpose to ‘empower’, to foster ‘agency’, to ‘give a voice’ and to ‘make
change’.
In addressing some of these issues, this doctoral thesis constructs a poststructural
genealogy of the present state of children’s participation based on a discourse analysis of
literature and semi-structured interviews with eleven key informants associated with the
field of children’s participation. The informants were selected based on their experience and
reputation within the field, with the majority interviewed during international children’s
participation conferences and workshops which were attended by the researcher during the
doctoral candidature. To reflect the global nature of the field, informants were selected
from a variety of different contexts, both geographically (informants were based in
Australia, Japan, South Africa, Brazil, Nicaragua, the United Kingdom, Finland, the United
States and Italy) and institutionally (informants were associated with the United Nations,
NGOs and/or national tertiary institutions). Analysing the ways in which power operates
through this text and talk, the study highlights the less visible ways in which children are
governed and invited to govern themselves in the name of participation. It also asks what
practices, positions and spaces are made available to children, as well as those that are not,
and how these challenge or reproduce particular conceptions of the child.
Drawing on Foucauldian understandings of power/knowledge, the subject and
governmentality, the study maps the discourses of children’s participation through a twophased poststructural genealogy. Phase one involves: a) an analysis of the ‘new times’ in
which children’s participation is positioned, characterised by notions of globalisation,
individualisation and democratisation; b) an analysis of key discourses of children’s
participation related to the intersecting areas of children’s rights, children’s citizenship and
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childhood studies; c) an analysis of four key sites of power/knowledge within the field of
children’s participation, namely the United Nations, the non-governmental organisation, the
state and the academy; and d) an analysis of three key spaces involved in the circulation of
power/knowledge within the field, namely international journals, conferences and the
Internet. The second phase of the genealogy then draws more specifically on the language
and ideas which are ‘ritually reiterated’ within the informant interviews and literature to
interrogate the ways in which relations of power/knowledge operate within the field. More
specifically, this includes reiterations of ‘agency’, ‘voice’ and ‘change’.
Through this two-phased poststructural genealogy I bring into question some of the
humanist tendencies underscoring the field of children’s participation. More specifically, I
argue that these tendencies reify ‘the child’ rather than focusing on ‘children’ in the
messiness of context. I argue that these tendencies can play inadvertently into neo-liberal
discourses which produce a child that is somehow responsible for his or her own
development. Finally, I argue that in shifting the objective of children’s participation from
challenging power inequalities to transforming children into democratic citizens, the field
runs the risk of reinforcing the very relations of power it sees as oppressive for children.
Building on these arguments, phase two of the genealogy also offers suggestive ways
forward using the ideas of Butler to demonstrate how the ‘constitutive instabilities’ within
the dominant discourses might provide alternative ways of theorising and practicing
children’s participation. These constitutive instabilities are presented in a selection of
examples from the literature and interviews which reflect instances of non-compliance with
dominant ways of thinking. Linking the study back to the original research questions and
suggesting ways in which thinking about children’s participation may expand and diversify in
the future, the thesis then concludes by arguing for a messier more context-dependent
understanding of participatory practice.
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Chapter 1

1.1 Introduction
1.1.1 Defining the project
Over the following chapters, the principal aim will be to problematise some of the accepted
understandings of how children are constituted as active participants in their social, political
and cultural lives. I argue that these accepted understandings, while beneficial for some, can
also overlook the messiness of context, relations of power and those children who do not or
cannot participate in accordance with expectations. I will do this by constructing a history of
the present state of ‘children’s participation’, as it has come be known. I will use a discourse
analysis of literature and interviews with key experienced informants from a variety of
cultural and institutional contexts whose work involves them with the field of children’s
participation1. By analysing the discursive production, regulation and representation of
power, knowledge and the subject, the study highlights the less visible ways in which
participants are governed and invited to govern themselves in the name of participation. It
also asks what practices, positions and spaces are made available to participating children,

1

Many of the informants shared an association with UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities initiative and/or UNESCO’s
Growing Up in Cities project.
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as well as those that are not, and how these challenge or reproduce conceptions of the child
as ‘agentic’.
The theoretical tools for this analysis will be derived from the poststructural theories of
Michel Foucault. The significance of this approach is that it contributes to broadening the
scope under which the field can be understood by enabling a rereading of the complex ways
in which power operates within children’s participation. Viewing common and accepted
participatory practices under this lens, the focus shifts from a primary concern with
participation itself to the role that it plays in producing modern subjects.
While necessarily critical, in conducting this research my aim is not to reproduce
dichotomies by arguing for or against the idea of children’s participation. Rather, in
presenting a poststructural position, I am primarily interested in moving beyond these
judgements in order for new spaces of understanding to emerge.
Children’s participation as a ‘field’
Depending on what you read and with whom you speak, children’s participation can be
conceived as a ‘field’, an ‘idea’, a ‘process’, a ‘subject’, a ‘discourse’, an ‘issue’, a ‘topic’, or
as one group of ‘rights’ included in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC). While recognising these multiple interpretations, throughout this thesis I have
chosen to refer to children’s participation as a ‘field’. However, like all terms, the use of ‘the
field’ is not without its complications and particular associations. By referring to children’s
participation as a field, my intention is not to draw a definitive and exclusionary line
between that which is relevant and irrelevant to a study of children’s participation, but
rather to recognise the way in which the authority of particular individuals is related to
broader spaces and institutional rules. This suggests a more politicised view of the field and
how it operates, reflecting Bourdieu’s (1984) description of the field2 as a site of
contestation over the appropriation of knowledge, a hierarchical but permeable system of
social positions which is structured in terms of power relationships.

2

Bourdieu (1984) draws on the notion of the ‘field’ extensively in his work, using it to conceptualise many
aspects of the social world. Such conceptualisations have many potential implications for the field of children’s
participation. However, due to the scope of this thesis, further elaboration of his ideas was not possible.
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1.1.2 Contesting the field: the ‘children’ and ‘participation’ of children’s
participation
One of the fundamental objectives of this introductory chapter is to analyse two key terms,
‘children’ and ‘participation’, as they are ‘put together’, understood and contested in this
study. Defining the key terms – the ‘who, what, when and why’ - would seem like a logical
first step for framing a study. However, in keeping with a poststructural lens, rather than
neatly defining these concepts, I am primarily interested in recognising how such
terminology is socially and historically dependent. Providing such an outline is critical in
setting the stage for a reading of the research and associated terminology throughout this
thesis.
[T]here is no benchmark of undisputed ‘truth’ that tells us what children are; there
are merely different categories, each of which tells us a different truth about what
children are. These categories ‘work’ for us in the way that they do – they make
sense to us – only within the context of the society and culture in which we live . . .
In another place or at another time the concept of ‘childhood’ – which seems so selfevidently real to us – would be something different. Or it might even be quite
meaningless (Stainton Rogers, 2001: 27).
Throughout this study the category ‘children’ (eg, children’s participation, children’s rights,
children’s lives) has been used to describe all individuals who, primarily due to reasons such
as the number of years they have existed as human beings (generally zero to eighteen), have
been commonly labelled as such. While recognising the arbitrary nature of this
categorisation, there are two primary reasons I have chosen to use the term ‘children’ in this
study. Firstly, ‘children’ represents an umbrella term that potentially covers a large selection
of ‘subcategories’, for example babies, infants, toddlers, ‘tweens’, teenagers, young people
etc. As such, for pragmatic reasons of word limit, using simply ‘children’ rather than ‘children
and young people’ for example, saves space. Secondly, using the term ‘children’ is in line
with that used in the texts under examination, especially the language used within the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, a key text referenced within the literature on
children’s participation.
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In using such terminology I am cautious not to dismiss the contentions that such a definition
embodies, or the multiple alternatives available. Therefore, as part of this introduction I will
now provide a brief overview of some of the limitations of this terminology, details of which,
particularly in relation to how these terms have been constituted, will be extrapolated in the
chapters to come.
Any language used to classify a particular phenomenon is likely to have its necessary
limitations. This is particularly so when applying abstract terms to human subjects. Firstly,
using ‘children’ or even ‘childhood’ to specifically identify human beings between zero and
eighteen years can reinforce a linear, deterministic and generational view of children, a
developmental view that has received increasing scrutiny in recent years (see, for example,
James and Prout, 1997, Ruddick, 2003 and Corsaro, 2005). Used in this way, the term
remains static, reinforcing false dichotomies between those deemed inside (i.e. children)
and outside (i.e. adults) the age bracket. Yet, even with these limitations, the term prevails
globally, evident, for example, in the publications of the UNCRC, which according to Smith
(2009: 53) “frames childhood as one predetermined state, one that is ‘other’ to the adult
phase of life, and one that develops in a linear fashion: a child is a person under the age of
18 (Article 1, UNCRC) and on the way to being an adult”.
There are several arguments underpinning this rights-based use of the overarching terms
‘children’ and ‘childhood’ to delineate particular groups. One argument is that it is already
reasonably ‘common’ for the eighteenth year of an individual’s life to be the point at which
full legal rights are acquired. However, it would be misleading to assume that this is
universal. Even in cases where the legal age to vote and drive is 18, this age remains
arbitrary and does not necessarily reflect the extent to which that individual is, has been, or
will be actively engaged in community and political life. For example, Crawley (2009: 91-2)
notes that while there are numerous legal structures and institutions in the United Kingdom
that define adulthood as occurring at age 18,
[T]here is, of course, no necessary transformation of an individual’s ability to look
after themselves or to behave in ‘adult’ ways upon turning 18. Indeed, the fact that
childhood is socially constructed is reflected in the fact that it is through law, rather
than simply as a result of the ageing process per se, that people achieve ‘adulthood’.
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Furthermore, labelling a group primarily according to age can lead to unfairly homogenising
or excluding particular individuals. For example, a seventeen year old may not feel
comfortable being referred to as a child. In recognising this problem, some of the literature,
particularly policy documents, narrows its scope by constructing children, youth and/or
young people as separate categories. This enables a focus on one or another of these
categories, helping to better address particular needs whilst simultaneously avoiding
‘infantilising’ those in their late teens. This is evident in the array of terms used amongst UN
agencies, as outlined in Table 1.1 below:
Child
(0-17)
Adolescent
(10-19)
Teenager
(13-19)
Youth
(15-24)
Table 1.1: Terms in use by UN agencies (Ansell, 2005: 4)

Young adult
(20-24)

However, increasing the number of categories does not overcome the potential for
homogenisation, nor does it address the underlying developmental assumptions. The
emphasis remains on the age of the individual; the child, the adolescent, the teenager, are
all still transitorily positioned in a state of ‘becoming’. Such comprehensive categories are
not capable of embodying the increasingly diverse, contradictory and changing array of
meanings attributed to particular individuals commonly referred to as children. As a report
from the Council of Europe (1998) states:
Life trajectories are becoming non-linear, i.e. at almost any moment in life one can
“start from scratch” his/her family life, professional career, in other words, take
decisions that are “normally” taken while one is “young”.
Inevitably it seems, no one term or combination of terms is universally applicable, nor can it
do justice to the dynamic, complex and multifaceted nature of the subjects being described.
This is a point strongly supported by those within the ‘new sociology of childhood’ (James
and Prout, 1997; James et al, 1998; Qvortrup, 1993; Christensen and Prout, 2002),
particularly in the context of their critique of developmental perspectives on children.
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We can no longer say at what age young people become adults, nor do we wish to –
our concern is with trying to define the ways in which different groups of young
people are accepted as ‘adult’ in different contexts (Jones and Wallace, 1992: 4).
Therefore, while I may use the term ‘children’ within this study, for the practical reasons of
consistency, coherency and commonality, I recognise that this terminology has implications
for the field of children’s participation and already presupposes a range of partial, fixed and
limiting attributes for its subject. As such, in this thesis I will use the term while necessarily
bringing its meanings and uses into debate.
Like these changing conceptions of children, children’s ‘participation’ is also a highly
dynamic, contested and socially-constructed term. While there is no universal definition of
children’s participation, several explanations are commonly referenced within the literature.
Chawla (2001: 9) defines children’s participation as “a process in which children and youth
engage with other people around issues that concern their individual and collective life
conditions”. Hart, an American psychologist who was commissioned by UNICEF to carry out
an international study of children’s participation in the 1980s, arrives at a similar and even
more explicitly political meaning. Hart (1992: 5) describes participation as a “fundamental
right of citizenship” involving:
[A] process of sharing decisions which affect one’s life and the life of the community
in which one lives. It is the means by which a democracy is built and it is a standard
against which democracies should be measured.
While seemingly concise and uncomplicated, such open definitions lend themselves to a
field of children’s participation which now encompasses a great variety of very different
activities on all levels of society, from children’s participation in community and
environmental development to their ‘everyday lives’. In grappling with this ‘openness’,
many within the field over the last several decades have responded by developing various
models and frameworks to better understand children’s participation. These typologies also
serve to legitimate participatory practice by providing a supposed ‘theory’ which have
helped to generate academic credibility. As Theis (2010: 344) states:
As a concept, participation is an empty vessel that can be filled with almost anything
. . . In order to hold up conceptually, children’s participation needs a scaffolding of
ladders, degrees, levels, enabling environments and supporting adjectives; such as
meaningful and ethical.
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One of the first and most popular of these ‘scaffolds’ has been Hart’s ‘Ladder of Children’s
Participation’ (1992)3. As a highly influential model within the field of children’s
participation (John, 2003), the ladder distinguishes possible types of adult-child interaction
represented in participatory practice. A metaphor adopted from Arnstein’s (1969) ‘adult’
version of participation, the model is comprised of eight separate rungs, with the bottom
three, ‘manipulation’, ‘decoration’ and ‘tokenism’, representing forms of non-participation.
The top five rungs represent varying degrees of participation, from projects which are
assigned to children but are informing, to those which are initiated by children who then
share decisions with adults. In his explanation of the model, Hart (1997) cautions that it
does not imply children should always be operating at the highest rung. He argues that a
child may work at whatever level they choose, at any stage of the process. According to
Hart, what the model offers is simplicity of form and clarity of goals that enable a wide
range of professional groups and institutions to rethink ways to engage with children.
Reflecting on this model more recently, Hart maintains that it helps to provide practitioners
with a lens for understanding and evaluating current ways of working, a base upon which
they may devise a more complex tool or strategy for their particular context (Hart, 2008).
Others (e.g., Shier, 2001) suggest the ladder’s primary contribution to be the identification
of ‘non-participation’ represented by the lowest rungs of the ladder.
However, Hart’s model has received significant critique. Firstly, there is a concern that the
ladder implies participation occurs in a sequence (Reddy and Ratna, 2002; Kirby and
Woodhead, 2003); secondly, that it forces different forms of participation into a limiting
hierarchical order (White, 2001; Treseder, 1997); thirdly, that ‘child initiated and directed’
should be the highest level of participation, rather than ‘child initiated, shared decision
making with adults’ (Ackermann et al, 2003; Freeman, Henderson and Kettle, 1999; Melton,
1993); fourthly, Boyden (cited in Ackermann et al, 2003) argues that there is a hierarchy of
values through the conceptualisation of levels; and finally, Flekkoy and Kaufman (1997)
argue the ladder may mislead, as it does not take into account contextual factors,
particularly the age of the participants and situations where their voices may not be easily
3

While Hart’s ladder became most influential after the 1992 publication Children’s Participation: From
Tokenism to Citizenship, the model was first published in the Childhood City Newsletter in 1980 by the City
University of New York.
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translated into an outcome. As well as these criticisms, Hart (2008) has also criticised his
own model on the grounds of cultural bias (being conceived primarily from his experience in
America and the United Kingdom) and its use as a comprehensive tool for understanding
and evaluating projects. Arguing that “[i]t has served its purpose”, Hart (2008: 29) states, “I
look forward to the next season for I know there are so many different routes up through
the branches and better ways to talk about how children can climb into meaningful, and
shall we say fruitful, ways of working with others”.
The recognition of the model’s limitations has led to the development or re-emergence of
numerous alternative typologies (Westhorp, 1987; Rocha, 1997; Jensen, 2000; Shier, 2001;
Reddy and Ratna, 2002)4. However, these responses still maintain similar qualities to Hart’s
ladder metaphor, rather than reflecting an entirely new way of thinking about children’s
participation. One of the more widely referred to extensions of Hart’s model is Shier’s
(2001) ‘Pathways to Participation’ (Thomas, 2007). With this model, Shier reduces the levels
of participation to five (essentially removing Hart’s bottom three rungs of ‘nonparticipation’), and includes ‘openings’, ‘opportunities’ and ‘obligations’ associated at each
level. Despite the influence of Shier’s model, Percy-Smith (2006: 154) argues it still
demonstrates that “little attention has been paid to the role of adults or the way in which
the agenda and values of adults and children are negotiated and power and responsibility
are shared”. Reflecting on his experience with children in Nicaragua, Shier (2010: 25) has
also acknowledged the limitations of his model, arguing that such models, “are inadequate
to conceptualise the complex and multidimensional reality of children and young people’s
participation in society, covering, as they must, every conceivable setting from the family
home to national and global governance institutions and within these settings levels and
styles of engagement as unique and diverse as the children and young people themselves”.
4

For example, in 1987, several years before Hart’s model had received any substantial attention, Westhorp
identified a six-stage continuum of children’s participation, which starts at ‘ad hoc input’ and ends with
‘control’. While the model does not use the ladder metaphor, the use of numbered stages still implies a
sequential view of children’s participation. In Rocha’s (1997) model of participation, the ‘Ladder of
Empowerment’, the focus is on the realms of impact, from individual empowerment at the lower rungs, to
community or political empowerment at the highest. Jensen (2000) also adapts Hart’s metaphor, and
contextualises the ladder through modifications in accordance with each stage of a participatory project.
Reddy and Ratna (2002: 29-30) also offer an extension of Hart’s ladder, identifying two other types of nonparticipation as “active resistance” and “hindrance”, as well as a final top type as “jointly initiated and directed
by children and adults”.
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While the above models have extended the terminology of Hart’s ladder, the fundamental
language and structure remains the same5. The criticisms are primarily concerned with the
technical, with the perceived benefits and purpose of participatory frameworks, in the most
part, retaining their appeal. In other words, children’s participation is still fundamentally
seen as a ‘good thing’, “something to be promoted, something that should be beneficial to
all involved” (Tisdall, 2008a: 421). This is reflected in the larger field of citizen participation,
where, according to Cleaver (2001: 36), participation has become “an act of faith in
development, something we believe in and rarely question”. For example, Arnstein (1969:
216), whose ladder of participation was the basis for Hart’s (1992) children’s version, states
“the idea of citizen participation is a little like eating spinach: no one is against it in principle
because it is good for you”.
Cleaver (2001) proposes that this ‘act of faith’ is based on three main beliefs: that
participation is intrinsically a good thing; that focusing on perfecting techniques is the
principal way of ensuring project success; and that consideration of power and politics is
divisive and obstructive and should therefore be avoided. Yet, as Bridgland Sorenson (2006:
135) argues, “[i]t is no longer adequate to see participation in terms of the ‘components of
participation’ repeated in various publications and embraced over the past twenty or so
years”.
Even where approaches have been made to ‘step back’ from practical typologies and
recognise how children’s participation fits within broader ideas and agendas, this often
leads to a focus on categorising children’s participation into ‘types’ or ‘realms’, including
those from Sinclair and Franklin (2000), Mason and Urquhart (2001), Howard (et al, 2002),
Francis and Lorenzo (2002), Matthews (2003), Warshak (2003) and Steele (2005). Sinclair
and Franklin (2000) identify eight ‘purposes’ of children’s participation, namely to: uphold
children’s rights, fulfil legal responsibilities, improve services, improve decision-making,
enhance democracy, promote child protection, enhance children’s skills, empower and
enhance self-esteem. Mason and Urquhart (2001) identify three ‘types’ of participatory
practice: adultist, children’s rights and children’s movements. Howard (et al, 2002) identify
six ‘reasons’ for participation: pragmatic, educational, human rights, democratic, technical

5

It is also worth noting that it is adults who have created these typologies, not children.
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and transformative. Francis and Lorenzo (2002) identify seven ‘realms’ of participatory
practice: romantic, advocacy, needs, learning, rights, institutionalisation and proactive.
Matthews (2003) identifies three ‘purposes’ of children’s participation: education for
citizenship, fitting young people into society, and strengthening young people’s status in
relation to adults. Warshak (2003) identifies three ‘rationales’ for children’s participation:
enlightenment, empowerment and children’s citizenship. And finally, Steele (2005)
identifies what he considers to be an under-recognised ‘outcome’, that of the adult benefits
of children’s participation, particularly in terms of improving relationships between children
and adults.
Compared to the aforementioned typologies, these categorisations recognise the
importance of contextual factors in the production of practices and purposes of children’s
participation. However, these categories do not adequately address or interrogate the
complexities and meanings of children’s participation. More specifically, there remains a
lack of critique of the discourses which allow particular categories to merge and dominate.
For example, whose educational theories are given priority in the educational realm and
how do these relate to broader changes within educational discourse? How might those
operating within a pragmatic or institutionalisation realm contradict those within the
transformative? How are children understood within each of these? Why have some of
these realms received increasing attention while others have lost their legitimacy?
Put simply, these typologies and categories are limited because: firstly, they still imply, or at
least rely on, an assumption that children’s participation is a ‘new’ or ‘revolutionary’
concept; secondly, they fail to acknowledge or examine the broader happenings which
enabled the emergence of the categories in any great depth; and finally, where context is
acknowledged, it tends to paint a fairly harmonious picture of children’s participation and
assumes there are ‘universal essences’ which overlooks the tensions, inconsistencies and
discrepancies that exist within these. This leaves unanswered a host of questions regarding
what and whose notions of children’s participation have been prominent at different
historical junctures; why some participatory ideas have been more persistent than others;
what cultural, economic, political and discursive contexts enabled particular ideas of
children’s participation to arise at particular moments; what participatory practices have
dropped out and what have remained; how participatory knowledge has been normalised
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and recontextualised at different junctures; what effects changes in ideas surrounding
children and participation have had on participatory practices; what social practices and
power arrangements have maintained the existence of children’s participation; and what
the consequences of children’s participation are for ways of thinking about the child and
participation.
In line with these questions and concerns regarding the limitations of current
understandings of participation, Barnes and colleagues (2004: 106) argue for “the
importance of a micro level of analysis of the processes of exchange that take place within
participative forums if we are to develop a better understanding of the frustrations as well
as the achievements of public participation”. This genealogical analysis will take up this task
by providing a more nuanced interrogation of the literature and transcripts from
practitioner interviews.
In recognising the limitations of popular understandings of participation in regards to
children, I wish to resist neat codes and definitions. Instead I use the word ‘participation’ in
this thesis as a dynamic, multifaceted and problematic idea; a broad, considerably malleable
word which may serve all kinds of competing agendas which emerge and converge within
particular historical contexts. Such an understanding of ‘children’ and ‘participation’
positions this study within an emerging and distinct body of literature which draws primarily
on poststructural theory to explore how we might begin to think differently about children’s
participation (e.g., Mannion, 2010; Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008; Gallagher, 2008a, 2008b;
Tisdall, 2008a; Pinkney, 2005; Masschelein and Quaghebeur, 2005; Kjorholt, 2002).
By emphasising personal experiences and contextualised knowledge alone, participatory
research and practice has placed an emphasis upon the local. However, such limited scope
can often fail to recognise connections to broader social processes that may contradict or
converge with different groups. By contrast, this thesis will go beyond local practices to
explore how these relate to theoretical and global discussions. This supports a view of
children’s participation recently advocated by Naker and colleagues (2007: 102), who state,
“openness to grappling with tensions and contradictions of child participation in practice,
and to questioning even enlightened assumptions, is likely the most important ingredient in
this [child advocacy and research] work”.
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1.1.3 Research questions
In grappling with the aims presented above, this study seeks to answer the following
overarching research questions:
1. What are the discourses which have been influential in the production of children’s
participation and why?
2. What effect do discourses of children’s participation have on how the child is
constituted as well as the possibilities for future practice?
Extending upon these two overarching questions, the following represents some key subquestions underlying the genealogical mapping process6:
a) What global political, social and cultural trends have come to contextualise thinking
about children’s participation in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century?
b) Within this context, what are some of the key discourses that have come to
dominate current understandings of children’s participation?
c) What are some of the key institutional sites that enable particular discourses to be
produced, circulated, legitimised and/or contested in the field of children’s
participation?
d) What are the key international spaces in which particular knowledges about
children’s participation are disseminated, who constructs/legitimises these spaces
and who has access to these spaces?
e) What are some of the dominant discursive concepts that are reiterated within the
field to normalise particular practices?
f) In what way do these reiterations constitute and govern children as subjects?
g) What do these reiterations exclude and where and by whom have they been
challenged or contested?
h) How might acknowledgement of these contestations contribute to widening
possibilities of future practice?

6

Adapted from Burrows (1999).
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1.1.4 Structuring the thesis
The initial sections of this thesis (of which this section is a part) act as an introduction to the
entire thesis, including a description of how it ‘came to be’, its aims and a justification for
the theoretical framework and methodology used. It begins by situating the study within the
context of recent social research that strives to critique and theorise the area of children’s
participation. The theoretical and methodological framing of the study is then outlined in
chapter two, namely poststructural understandings of power, knowledge, the subject and
governmentality and the use of a genealogy as methodology. This framework is then used to
construct and justify the specific research questions, as well as the overall structure of the
thesis. Chapter three then describes the use of interviews as the primary research method,
providing an overview of the participant selection process, the resulting key informants and
the ways in which interviews were conducted and then analysed.
Following this introduction, and representing the substantive section of this thesis, the
thesis presents a genealogy of children’s participation, divided into two parts or ‘phases’ in
order to distinguish between the scales at which the analysis is focused.
The first phase of the genealogy focuses on an interrogation of the broader scale which
constructs the field of children’s participation, positioning the field within ‘new times’
(globalisation, individualisation and democratisation); three key discourses (childhood,
children’s rights and children’s citizenship); key sites of power/knowledge (the United
Nations, the non-governmental organisation, the state and the academy); and key spaces
within which particular dominant knowledges are circulated (the international journal, the
conference and the internet).
The second phase of the genealogy interrogates the field of children’s participation on a
smaller scale, analysing key ideas which are reiterated within the informant interviews and
the literature. It is in this section that a more nuanced analysis of discursive positions is
possible, framed according to the poststructural concepts identified in the introductory
sections of the thesis.
Synthesising the analytical work of these substantive chapters, the thesis will then end with
a conclusion. In guiding the reader back to the questions and sub-questions initially posed,
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the conclusion will make explicit the contribution such research makes to the field of
children’s participation and how poststructural theory may offer helpful and productive
ways of moving beyond some of the frustrations with, and limitations of, current ways of
thinking and doing within the field.
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1.2 Theoretical framework and methodology
In offering an outline of my theoretical framework and methodology, my aim is to satisfy
two research demands. Firstly, I wish to expose the implications of the research process on
the thesis produced. Secondly, however, I wish to do this in a way that also recognises this
outline as one of many potential interpretations of the research process, “one of the voices
of plurality: as a view, in short, a spectacle, mounted within the text” (Barthes, 1986: 319).
As with any self-referential writing, there is potential for this to be seen as narcissistic, an
unnecessary diversion that, if anything, clouds the academic legitimacy of this thesis.
However, I argue seemingly impartial accounts of research are also subject to critique, and
may potentially be unaware of, or dismiss, many important influential factors relevant to
any given endeavour. Consequently, if complete transparency is impossible, the emphasis
shifts to acknowledging the complexity of truth and the biases particular representations
hold. The selection process for what is included or excluded from the thesis chapters is a
necessarily political and strategic one. As a doctoral candidate, alongside the more obvious
concerns with providing the reader with a context for this research and demonstrating my
understanding of particular research practices, I am also interested in demonstrating that I
have taken significant care in the construction of the thesis. Hopefully, as the following
chapters develop, these intentions will be realised.

1.2.1 Introducing the theoretical framework
No practice stands outside a theoretical framework – that is, a framework of
interconnected beliefs about the world, human beings and the values worth
pursuing, which could be expressed propositionally and subjected to critical analysis
(Pring, 2000: 127).
The purpose of this chapter is to make explicit the theory that frames the study. In seeking
to better understand an aspect of the social world, the use of a particular theoretical
position is not only fundamental, but also an unavoidable precursor to any action or idea.
While theory has many uses, it can be particularly helpful as a way of “thinking otherwise”;
“de-familiarising” current practices so that the taken-for-granted may be disputed or
reaffirmed (Ball, 1995: 266).
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As argued in the introduction to this thesis, such theorising is particularly relevant when
attempting to interrogate the field of children’s participation. As outlined in chapter two,
much of the literature around children’s participation is based on an ephemeral sense of
faith, particularly evident in the narrow focus on the technical or methodological aspects of
participatory methods. As such, children’s participation is often presented as having a
reified existence ‘out there’. In order to challenge and move beyond this view, allowing an
exploration of the less visible ways in which children are governed and invited to govern
themselves in the name of participation, I have made use of poststructural theory, namely
the theoretical work of Foucault. In asking what practices, positions and spaces the field
‘makes available’ to children, this theoretical ‘lens’ provides the tools to explore how these
challenge or reproduce particular conceptions of the child.
However, arriving at this particular decision regarding my theoretical framework was by no
means immediate. My initial attempts to explicitly incorporate theory into my research
process were not especially insightful, and were more likely to reinforce popular
understandings of children’s participation than offer a new perspective. Fresh from my
honours research in children’s natural and social environments, I began my doctoral
candidature with what some might consider ‘rose-coloured glasses’ regarding the field of
children’s participation, particularly its associated rhetoric of empowerment and change.
Recognising children as active agents in the construction of their own lives was an idea that
had resonated with me since my early university days as an undergraduate education
student dissatisfied and frustrated with ‘the system’.
Given this background, my first attempt at making a theoretical contribution to the field of
children’s participation was to critique one of the most popularly referenced models in the
field – Hart’s ‘Ladder of Children’s Participation’ (1992). In recognising the limitations of this
ladder in representing the contextual complexities of participatory processes, including its
implied fixed and hierarchical nature, I proposed a new theoretical model that could
potentially replace the ladder metaphor with that of a chair. I publicised this among
supervisors and colleagues with great enthusiasm, using the following graphic depiction:
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Figure 1.1: Hart’s Ladder of Children’s Participation (1992) → my Chair of Children’s Participation7

The purpose of the chair was to allow for a more holistic and supportive understanding of
the key components that contribute to the effective participation of children, while
maintaining the simple, symbolic and practical characteristics of the ladder. While the chair
did manage to address some of the limitations of Hart’s model, essentially it still sat within
the established theorisations of children’s participation. The more I read and interviewed,
the harder it was to neatly fit everything into this four-legged frame. It became clear that if I
really wished to make a significant contribution to the field of children’s participation, I
needed to do more than replace ladders with chairs. In fact, I needed to move beyond such
structural and fixed theorisations entirely. I did not need to produce something that showed
the best type of participation, I needed to question the very notion that such a type was
desirable or even possible. What was needed was more critically reflexive and theoretically
rigorous work, rather than another practical model of ‘best practice’.
It was not until about halfway through my candidature that the real use and potential of
theory in this endeavour became apparent. Due to my disciplinary background in education
theory and to early literature reviews and discussions with my supervisor, I initially began by
exploring the work of social critical theorists such as Freire (1972) and Gramsci (1971). I
looked at the ways in which they spoke about power and agency, and how in this context
‘grassroots’ participation could potentially help individuals recognise and resist the ‘false
consciousness’. From this perspective, power is something children can be given, but not
something they intrinsically possess. Using the theories of Freire and Gramsci, the value of
children’s participation has been assessed according to its ability to ‘free’ the individual
(e.g., Hart, 1992; Malone, 1999; Ataov and Haider, 2006; McGinley and Grieve, 2010). This
7

The chair was intended to address the limited hierarchical nature of the ladder while incorporating a broader
range of contextual factors involved in participatory practice. These contextual factors were represented by
the four supporting chair ‘legs’ (i.e. processes, people, places and products).
29

supports a view that freedom is not only possible, but that it is a universal concept achieved
through empowerment. Such language is strongly linked with humanism8, a term used to
refer to a variety of perspectives in philosophy and the social sciences concerned with the
notion of ‘human nature’. More specifically, humanism assumes that individuals have an
ahistorical, fixed and rational essence, and are positioned as both the object and subject of
knowledge (that which knowledge seeks to understand and that which seeks after such
knowledge, respectively)9. As such, the notion of humanism produces a range of often
contradictory effects, as Davies (T., 1997: 5) describes:
On one side, humanism is saluted as the philosophical champion of human freedom
and dignity, standing alone and often outnumbered against the battalions of
ignorance, tyranny and superstition. ... On the other, it has been denounced as an
ideological smokescreen for the oppressive mystifications of modern society and
culture, the marginalisation and oppression of the multitudes of human beings in
whose name it pretends to speak, even, through an inexorable ‘dialectic of
enlightenment’, for the nightmare of fascism and the atrocity of total war.
Given these complications, for the purposes of analysing the field of children’s participation,
using the theories of Freire and Gramsci, with their associated humanistic understandings,
proved difficult and ultimately undesirable. Firstly, as these theories had already received
attention from other researchers in the field, their ideas are fairly established and familiar, I
felt further attention would only reinforce the status quo rather than questioning it.
Secondly, the theories tend to rely on an abstract and simplistic analysis of power: taken too
literally it presumes particular practices are either supporting the oppressed or against
them. Thirdly, such a dichotomy between empowerment and disempowerment relies on
the limited assumption that individuals are innately rational. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, by making these universal assumptions regarding reason and justice,
‘liberation’ becomes simply a new form of control. Consequently, I was concerned that
drawing on such theories in an analysis of children’s participation could potentially lead to a
failure to recognise how accepted participatory practices may actually comply with the very
forces participants are attempting to overthrow. Fundamentally, it was such conceptions of
power that proved inadequate for my purposes and prompted me to look elsewhere. In
8

For a more in-depth discussion of the concept of ‘humanism’, see Humanism by Davies (T., 1997).

9

The specific limitations of humanism in relation to children’s participation will be explored in greater depth in
Phase Two of the genealogy.
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exploring alternatives that could enable my research to transgress these presumptions, I
eventually moved toward the writings of Foucault. Poststructuralism, and particularly the
theories of Foucault, provided me with an ideal theoretical platform for my research
intentions. As Foucault (1985: 8-9) states, “[t]here are times in life when the question of
knowing if one can think differently than one thinks and perceive differently than one sees
is absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all”.
Foucault rejects notions of transcendental morality and truth, arguing that within such a
humanistic language, rights and freedoms are only granted to the individual in return for the
relinquishment of power over oneself. Drawing on intensive studies of institutional practices
in a range of sites, including prisons and psychiatric hospitals, Foucault (cited in Martin,
1988: 15) argues:
Through these different practices – psychological, medical, penitential, educational –
a certain idea or model of humanity was developed, and now this idea of man has
become normative, self-evident, and is supposed to be universal ... this does not
mean that we have to get rid of what we call human rights or freedom, but that we
can’t say that freedom or human rights has to be limited at certain frontiers ... I think
that there are more secrets, more possible freedoms, and more inventions in our
future than we can imagine in humanism.
In recognising the possibility for understanding freedom outside a humanistic lens, Foucault
(1990) argues for a shift away from conceptions of the intellectual as struggling ‘on behalf’
of truth, toward a struggle regarding the status of truth and the economic and political role
it plays. Put simply, Foucault presents a shift from a ‘universal’ or ‘organic’ intellectual, to a
specific intellectual: “there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source of all
rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary” (Foucault, 1990: 96).
In a sense, rather than seeking empowerment through the popularisation of new
knowledges, it is the role of the intellectual to adopt a critical stance in which they remain
on the margin, something of an exile even within one’s own society (Said, 1994). However,
this does not necessarily mean a rejection of humanistic ideas altogether. For, as Foucault
(1984a: 44) asserts, “we must not conclude that everything that has ever been linked with
humanism is to be rejected, but that the humanistic thematic is in itself too supple, too
diverse, too inconsistent to serve as an axis for reflection”.
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Consequently, in using a poststructuralist approach, I was not concerned with presenting an
objective account of reality, or with producing a whole and singular notion of ‘truth’ or
dismissing ‘truths’ entirely, but wanted to recognise and investigate the multiple and
contextually dependent meanings attributed to children’s participation. Such an approach
enabled me to analyse the more nuanced, detailed and varying problems that may
otherwise be viewed as too culturally and institutionally dependent to be compared on a
global level.
Just like the practices and theories it critiques, poststructuralism itself has a history that is
worth acknowledging. Fundamentally it has its roots in the general area termed ‘the human
sciences’ which themselves emerged out of the social-economic revolution of industrial
capitalism, otherwise known as ‘modernism’. Post-Enlightenment, modernism was primarily
concerned with the ‘betterment’ of humanity through the scientific uncovering of supposed
truths regarding human existence. A pivotal example of this can be seen in the emergence
of psychology, a discipline directly concerned with the intersection of the biological and the
social. The knowledges produced assumed a certain universal applicability that in more
recent times has become unravelled.
This unravelling is predominantly credited to poststructuralism, an umbrella term emerging
in the latter half of the twentieth century which is used to describe a range of reactions
opposing the dominance of a modernist agenda. While he himself would resist any simplistic
naming or categorisation, much of Foucault’s work has become synonymous with
poststructural theory. Since his death over two decades ago, Foucault has received an
increasing amount of attention from the academic world, particularly within the humanities
and social sciences. Positioning Foucault’s work alongside that of Derrida, Deleuze and
Lacan, Nealon (2008: 2) states:
Foucault, in short, became a central figure in thinking and rethinking identity and the
myriad ways in which individual subjects who were armed with specific regimes of
practice could reinscribe or resist hegemonic norms (Nealon, 2008: 2).
Foucault’s writing reflects a diverse range of ideas and historical contexts. In his initial
writing he was primarily concerned with knowledge, shifting his focus to power before an
exploration of ethics (for a helpful, albeit only indicative, schema in which Foucault’s career
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is periodised into the archaeological, genealogical and history of subjectivity, see Han, 2002:
xiii).
While Foucault’s ideas do not suggest a structured and linear theoretical framework, for the
purposes of this study I have outlined some key concepts which are helpful in understanding
the analysis undertaken in this thesis: discourse, power/knowledge, subjectivity and
governmentality.

1.2.2 Discourse, power/knowledge and the subject
While ‘discourse’ may be defined in purely linguistic terms, for Foucault the concept relates
to a system of representation between language and practice (Hall, 2001). By ‘discourse’,
Foucault was referring to a group of statements that provide a language for talking about
and representing a particular topic. However, since all human practices entail meaning and
meaning informs human practices, all practices, language-based or otherwise, can be seen
to contain a discursive aspect (Hall, 1992).
According to Foucault all knowledge of a topic is produced within particular discourses. This
means that while objects may physically exist outside of these discourses, any attempt to
make sense of them is through discourse. Consequently, a discourse analysis which is
influenced by Foucault generally focuses on the historical and social context of texts, rather
than their linguistic features. What makes this notion of discourse particularly useful in an
analysis is the emphasis on the association between discourse and relations of power.
Unlike the Marxist term ‘ideology’, which highlights the imposition of a set of ideas on
individuals, Foucault’s concept of power relations is much more complex.
Rather than something fixed, Foucault described power as dispersed, a dynamic process
which cannot be ‘achieved’ as such, but rather constantly performed. Foucault did not view
power as an innately ‘bad thing’, but as a necessary presence in all relations, producing and
produced by resistance. Further, in his work he often interrogated the close relationship
between power and knowledge, arguing, for example, “it is not possible for power to be
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exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for knowledge not to engender power”
(Foucault, 1980: 52).
This power/knowledge relationship also represents for Foucault the foundation by which
human beings are made ‘subjects’. It is power/knowledge that produces ‘facts’, with human
beings simply the sites where this is produced. Such a perspective deeply challenges the
notion of a coherent and fixed identity. While attempts at self-knowledge construction may
appear to distinguish ‘an individual’, the actual effect is to make one an object of discourse
and power/knowledge relations.
However, rather than leaving the individual ‘powerless’ to the discourses within which they
are positioned, the availability of multiple discourses allows the subject a great deal of
agency. As Foucault (1988c: 39) states self-referentially, “if I tell you the truth about myself .
. . it is in part that I am constituted as a subject across a number of power relations which
are exerted over me and which I exert over others”.
A view of discourse and power/knowledge relations as constituting subjectivity brings the
liberatory possibilities of children’s participation into question. The acts and processes of
participation, such as sharing knowledge, negotiating power relationships and political
activism, also have the potential to reinforce oppressions and injustices in their various
manifestations. As Foucault (1982: 216) proposes, “[t]he political, ethical, social,
philosophical problem of our days is not to liberate the individual from the state and its
institutions, but to liberate ourselves from the state and the type of individualisation linked
to it”. As such, identifying the complex ways in which power operates in the context of
children’s participation becomes crucial. If “power is tolerable only if it masks a substantial
part of itself” (Foucault, 1978: 86), then exposing these masked power relations is useful in
understanding some of the techniques used to govern.
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1.2.3 Governmentality and techniques of power
[P]ower can in no way be considered either as a principle in itself, or as having
explanatory value which functions from the outset. The term itself, does no more
than designate a [domain] of relations which are entirely still to be analysed, and
what I have proposed to call governmentality, that is to say the way in which one
conducts the conduct of men [sic], is no more than a proposed analytical grid for
these relations of power. . . . the analysis of micro-powers is not a question of scale,
and it is not a question of a sector, it is a question of a point of view (Foucault, 2008:
186).
In its broadest sense, governmentality, or ‘the art of government’, describes a range of
techniques and strategies of power used to govern subjects. By ‘government’, Foucault is
referring to not only political or administrative structures of state, but any ‘conduct of
conduct’. According to Foucault, this ‘conduct of conduct’ operates on all scales, from
relations between individual subjects to relations between social and political institutions
and communities. In emphasising the interconnections between these different scales,
governmentality is particularly related to how practices of government are acted out in
everyday interactions between individuals.
While Foucault (1988a) identifies four features of governmentality - technologies of
production, technologies of sign systems, technologies of power and technologies of the self
- he mainly concerns himself with the latter two. Technologies of power are related to the
governing of others, whereas technologies of the self are related to the governing of the
self.
In distinguishing between different technologies of power, Foucault (1977a) provides the
overlapping examples of normalisation, surveillance, classification, hierarchisation,
distribution of rank, individualisation and examination. For the purposes of analysing
educational practices in particular, these instruments of power have been adapted by Gore
(1998) to include exclusion, totalisation and regulation. From her research of a variety of
educational sites, Gore found that none was completely void of these instruments. As such,
it is worthwhile to consider whether the same can be said for children’s participation.
While technologies of power may be embodied within a particular set of structures and
spaces, their power lies in their ability to shape the ways in which individuals conduct
themselves outside these spaces where there is a perceived sense of ‘freedom’. Thus
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technologies of power are inextricably related to technologies of the self. Technologies of
the self operate to allow and justify certain “operations on [people’s] own bodies and souls,
thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (Foucault, 1988a: 18).
In identifying and interrogating these technologies of the power within the field of children’s
participation, the objective is not to present the field in a negative light or inevitably
hopeless, but “to invent, to forge, on the part of those who, recognising the relations of
power in which they’re implicated, have decided to resist or escape them” (Foucault, 1991b:
174). From this perspective, Foucault’s investigations “rest on a postulate of absolute
optimism” (Foucault, 1991b: 174).
In taking up this “absolute optimism” and understandings of power/knowledge, I am
interested in investigating children’s participation in terms of how knowledge about children
and childhood is constructed; how power relations are implied and constituted within these
constructions; and what subjects and subjectivities are produced by the relevant discourses.
In using such an approach in relation to children’s participation, the aim of this study is not
to pessimistically deny opportunities to ‘make change’, rather it is to recognise the limits of
conceptualising power and resistance as mutually exclusive entities. Emphasising the
productive qualities of power allows for a reconceptualisation of notions of resistance, as
often understood within the context of participatory work with children. In other words,
using Foucault, we can acknowledge that what we understand as resistance is born from the
same source as what we understand as domination – that of power. There is no ‘free space’
outside of power, rather power constructs what we understand to be freedom. Resistance,
then, “needs no theory of agency” (Rose, 1996: 36).
I am not, however, the first to acknowledge the relevance of these theoretical tools to the
field of children’s participation. As such, I will now briefly outline the emerging body of
literature that draws explicitly on poststructural theories to analyse the field, a literature in
which my work is also positioned.
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1.2.4 The poststructural turn in children’s participation: after the tyrannical
honeymoon
According to Percy-Smith (2006: 172), the “honeymoon period”, in which children’s
participation has been neatly defined, categorised and accepted, is over. While the
limitations of contemporary participatory practice have been acknowledged in varying
degrees over the last two decades, it has not been until the last few years that serious
consideration has been given to these limitations from a rigorously theoretically informed
perspective. In the ‘broader’ field of citizen participation, the use of Foucauldian or
poststructural theory is relatively established, particularly since the publication of
Participation: the New Tyranny (Cooke and Kothari, 2001), which is based on the argument
that “by not recognising that knowledge is produced out of power relations in society . . .
participatory methodologies are in danger of reifying these inequalities and of affirming the
agenda of elites and other more powerful actors” (Kothari, 2001: 145). In relation to the
potential for reinforcing existing inequalities, Cook and Kothari (2001: 7-8) outline three
particular ‘sets’ of tyrannies: ‘the tyranny of decision-making and control’; ‘the tyranny of
the group’; and ‘the tyranny of method’. Perhaps not surprisingly, such strong language has
not always been well received by practitioners within the field. This is a response of which
the book’s editors are aware:
Perhaps our title seems incongruous with this supposed uneasiness, and no doubt
we might be accused of letting the irritation and anger we mentioned get the better
of us. We are certainly aware that ‘Participation: The New Tyranny?’ has not
endeared us to some in the development world. However, the term ‘tyranny’ is both
necessary and accurate. It is necessary because the manner in which participation
has been critiqued, and the language with which this has been done, has clearly thus
far failed to affect, qualitatively or quantitatively, the apparently inexorable spread
of participation in development (Cooke and Kothari, 2001: 3).
Within the specific area of children’s participation, it has only been in the last decade,
particularly the latter half, that such criticisms have begun to ‘trickle down’ into the body of
literature, demonstrating a move away from a mainly pragmatic and methods-driven
approach to one which emphasises the need for critical and theoretically-robust work
(Stephens, 1992; Mannion, 1999; McNamee, 2000; Kjorholt, 2002; Masschelein and
Quaghebeur, 2005; Pinkney, 2005; Trabin, 2006; Cordeiro, 2006; Tisdall, 2006; Bragg, 2007;
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Thomas, 2007; Ruddick, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008; Gallagher,
2004, 2008a, 2008b; Hinton, 2008). Two ‘special volumes’ dedicated to critical reflection on
children’s participation in ‘The International Journal of Children’s Rights’ (2008) and
‘Children, Youth and Environments’ (2006), also highlight the growing strength of these
theoretical critiques.
Much of this literature, predominantly emerging from developed nations in Europe and the
United Kingdom, is concerned with bringing into question some of the most taken-forgranted ideas within the field. Across these discussions and ideas around participation there
exist fundamental concerns regarding the complexities of power and power relations. More
specifically, there is a concern that there is a naivety in the assumptions about the
authenticity of motivations and behaviour in participatory processes, that the language of
empowerment hides a real concern for managerial effectiveness, and that the emphasis on
micro level intervention can obscure macro level inequalities.
For example, conducting a poststructural discourse analysis of the field within the
Norwegian context, Kjorholt (2002) analyses the resonating symbolism and discursive
volatility that results from placing the two contentious terms of ‘children’ and ‘participation’
together. Describing these terms as “floating signifiers that different discourses fight to
cover with meaning”, Kjorholt (2002: 77) argues:
The particular construction of ‘children and participation’, consisting of two nodal
points, makes the field extremely vulnerable for other concurring discourses to enter
the discursive field. These two nodal points – children and participation – also seem
to be key symbols in the construction of Norway as a democratic nation, closely
related to the creation of vital local communities.
Kjorholt’s research in Norway, as with much of this ‘poststructural turn’ in the literature on
children’s participation, suggests a need to ‘reframe’ the field in a way which reflects how
space and relations of power influence what is possible in practice, and the subsequent
changing and multiple meanings attributed to these practices. Reflecting on, and
contributing to, the ideas and concerns raised by this poststructural turn, Mannion (2010:
341) states:
Poststructural critiques mean that we need to be aware of and allow space for the
fact that different people will experience participatory approaches differently and
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value different approaches in different ways. Therefore, there is no once and for all
position along a continuum whereon we can place projects and approaches and
deem them more or less participatory; and we may just have to live with that.
This poststructural turn is also reflected in the work of Masschelein and Quaghebeur (2005)
who draw more explicitly on the work of Foucault. Using Foucault’s notion of
governmentality, they argue that participation, as both discourse and technology, is not
necessarily liberating, guaranteed of providing freedom to participants or reducing
government control. Drawing on the notion of governmentality allows Masschelein and
Quaghebeur (2005: 53) to show how the field of children’s participation may produce a
subject that is not ‘natural’ but implies a “specific practice of freedom that needs to be
‘learned’”.
Put differently, participation as discourse and technology generates a particular way
of looking at oneself (and others), a particular way of bringing freedom into practice
and a particular way of behaving for the individual that always excludes others. Or
again, participation as represented in discourses and by instruments or techniques
functions as an element in the establishment of a specific (new) mode of
government that can be characterised as a government of individualisation or, as we
shall argue, of immunisation.
A further example of this line of critique can be seen in the work of Gallagher (2004, 2008a,
2008b). His use of Foucault to investigate relations of power within children’s participation
demonstrates how the field may benefit from further theoretical examination, particularly
in terms of the roles of adults. Gallagher argues that there remains a fairly limited
understanding of power within adult and child relations in participatory projects. Rather
than thinking of power as a commodity or a capacity, Gallagher (2008b: 147) draws on
Foucault and De Certeau to reconceptualise a view of power as “a form of action carried out
through multivalent strategies and tactics”. Moreover, Gallagher (2008b: 147) argues
against a view of power as an innately restrictive thing, stating:
I am concerned that power is often seen as a bad thing by researchers: an
instrument of oppression, something to be worked around, reduced or, in the ideal
case, removed altogether. Foucault’s position is quite different. For him, power is
productive, an essential part of both social life and political struggle. Power is
dangerous, but it is also full of possibilities, the instrument both of oppression and of
liberation.
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Drawing on Foucault’s notion of governmentality and relations of power, as well as his own
research with children, Gallagher (2008a, 2008b) also recognises the messiness and
ambiguity of participatory practices. For example, describing the complex and dynamic
power relations between himself and the participating children, Gallagher (2008b) states:
[A] revised model of power needs to account for the fact that, in general, adults
appear to be more powerful than children. On the other hand, there is a need to
recognize that this generalized domination does not preclude multiple points of
resistance and confrontation at which children are able to exercise power over
adults.
Far from deterministic, Gallagher recognises how relations of power, as ‘actions upon
actions’, may not always produce the desired effects when it comes to children’s
participation.
Pinkney (2005), in her doctoral research, also uses Foucauldian as well as other
poststructural analyses such as feminist, psychoanalytic and post-colonial theorising to help
situate children’s participation as a constructed and situated practice. In highlighting the
adult or professional ‘gaze’ on children, Pinkney identifies and examines the role of four
significant discourses in constructing meanings of children’s participation. Drawing on policy
documents and interviews related to social work with children in the UK, Pinkney identifies
the discourses of protectionism, developmentalism, rights and managerialism as most
significant.
According to Pinkney, protectionist and developmentalist discourses permeated all texts,
establishing the context within or against which the latter two discourses of rights and
managerialism are framed. The rights discourse is viewed as challenging and disrupting
these established discourses, and has consequently been ‘mainstreamed’ into policy
frameworks, with the three coming together to constitute the professional basis for social
work with children. As the fourth discourse, Pinkney views managerialism as displacing or
appropriating this professional base of discourses. However, while Pinkney identifies and
describes these four discourses, more significantly she is interested in mapping how they
relate to, and compete with, each other within the field of children’s participation. Overall
Pinkney found the discourses to be unevenly deployed across the policy texts.
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I argued that developmentalism and protectionism constituted the professional basis
for social and welfare work with children. By contrast the rights discourse emerged
more in relation to NSMs10 who had created a space for the articulation of a range of
rights. This provided challenges to the professional basis of social work and a version
of it was appropriated, incorporated and mainstreamed within social work policies
such as Quality Protects. Managerialism, however, represents a different order of
challenge to the way welfare services are conceptualised and delivered, with its
emphasis on the customer discourse and the belief that improved management is
the way to enhance and improve welfare services (Pinkney, 2005: 282).
In reflecting upon these interactions and the effects on the future of the field, Pinkney
suggests there is a new configuration of welfare developing around children’s services
where “managerialism is dominant and children’s rights are collapsed into the customer
discourse”, whereby children’s voices are “either absent or mediated by adult/professionals
in most of the formal policy texts” (Pinkney, 2005: 2). In analysing the nuanced perspectives
and tensions within and between these discourses, Pinkney’s work contributes to an
understanding of the complex issues involved in children’s participation, providing evidence
of both the constraints and possibilities for practice.
From a Foucauldian or poststructural perspective then, children’s participation is not the
site where the child is imperfectly liberated, but rather as the environment where children
are positively constructed within specific institutional forms. Children’s participation is an
amalgam of the limited practical resources that practitioners are able to put to use to try to
deal with limited, local problems.
In aligning with, and extending upon, these ideas11, I see a key aspect of my contribution as
the rigorous use of not only Foucault’s theoretical ideas, but his methodological tools,
namely the use of genealogy as methodology.

1.2.5 Poststructural genealogy as research methodology
The genealogist needs history to dispel the chimeras of the origin, somewhat in the
manner of the pious philosopher who needs a doctor to exorcise the shadow of his
[sic] soul (Foucault, 1977b: 144).
10

New Social Movements.
I have chosen to limit my discussion of this poststructural literature to a few examples on the basis that, as
my analysis progresses, more of the ideas from this literature will be drawn upon.
11
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Dispelling the ‘chimeras’ of children’s participation and recognising the importance of
context in shaping social reality calls for a particular kind of research methodology, one
which renders visible the relations of power/knowledge which exist on a range of scales
within the field as well as the effects of these relations on what is possible in practice. In
order to answer my research questions for this study I sought to identify a methodological
approach that is both rigorous and open enough to meet these criteria. The approach that
was identified is what Foucault describes as a ‘genealogy’.
The term ‘genealogy’ is typically related to the practice of recording the historical
connections and origins of a person or group, such as a family tree or a chronological history
of an organisation. This interpretation presents a genealogy as something smooth, linear
and continuous. However, Foucault, strongly influenced by the genealogical work of
Nietzsche, was opposed to this search for ‘origins’, viewing it as “an attempt to capture the
exact essence of things, their purest possibilities, and their carefully protected identities;
because this search assumes the existence of immobile forms that precede the external
world of accident and succession” (Foucault, 1984b: 78). Rather than finding a “timeless and
essential secret” behind things, Foucault sees the role of the genealogist as revealing “the
secret that they have no essence or that their essence was fabricated in a piecemeal fashion
from alien forms” (Foucault, 1984b: 78).
Far from smooth and linear, such a genealogy is primarily concerned with uncovering the
historical constitution of bodies of knowledge, mapping the production of the associated
discourses. It is a ‘history of the present’, asking the question, “what difference does today
introduce with respect to yesterday?” (Foucault, 1984a: 34).
Genealogy is a project of unmasking: it seeks to expose the antagonism, disunity,
and disequilibrium of forces at the heart of essence. ... Genealogy attempts to
dismantle place – the place of power and the place of resistance – seeing both as an
essentialist facade hiding the antagonism behind (Newman, 2001: 81)
This interpretive history of the recent present is primarily concerned with identifying
power/knowledge relations that circumscribe and generate subjects within social relations.
It is not, however, a means by which to impose second-order judgments, but a way of
deconstructing truth through a focus on contingencies rather than causes. As Foucault
(1988c: 326) states:
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[I]t’s amazing how people like judging. Judgement is being passed everywhere, all
the time. . . . I can’t help but dream about a kind of criticism that would not try to
judge.
In using such a ‘non-judgemental’ methodology, I also acknowledge that a complete
understanding of the field under analysis is not desirable or achievable. As Tamboukou
(2003: 14) states regarding her genealogical study of female teachers, “I have come to the
conclusion that there is no way of truly understanding what genealogy is about, other than
by concentrating on a genealogy per se, analysing it in its minor details, reaching the most
remote parts of its network, revealing the hidden mechanisms of its operation, grasping the
most delicate aspects of its theorization”. Consequently, the role of a genealogy in the
context of my study is to recognise the complexities of the underlying relations of power
that exist in the field of children’s participation, while simultaneously unsettling
assumptions regarding the historical relationship between truth, knowledge and the subject
in relation to the field. As a ‘history of the present’, this genealogy draws on popular ideas
circulated predominantly within the past three decades (i.e. 1985-2011). Such a time
parameter has been selected due to the exponential growth in the children’s participation
literature during this period.
Selecting the data
Having outlined the role of a poststructural genealogy as methodology, I will now describe
in more detail what specific data was collected in order to analyse the field of children’s
participation.
In Foucault’s genealogical work (e.g., 1977a, 1977b, 1978, 1985, 1986) he subjected both
literary and non-literary texts to the same analytic tools, exploring the power/knowledge
practices of a range of institutions, including schools, prisons, hospitals and asylums. For
Foucault, texts are part of a larger framework of institutions and practices, and
consequently all manner of literary and non-literary texts and ‘artefacts’ can be drawn on in
the genealogical process. Given that I was analysing a much more recent history,
predominantly focused on developments in the last three decades, I chose to draw on both
the written texts making up the ‘literature’ of the field, as well as texts from interviews I
conducted with a selection of informants from within the field.
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Literature from the field of children’s participation
In terms of children’s participation literature, I looked at a range of texts from recent
decades with a variety of intended audiences, from researchers and policy-makers, to
practitioners and advocates, to children and their families. The majority of these texts took
the form of field guides, manuals and case studies of ‘lessons learned’, as well as the more
academically focused journal articles, books and conference papers. Generally speaking,
these texts can be divided into four focus areas: publications that provide ‘the case’ for
participation (e.g., Lansdown, 1995; Hart, 1992, 1997); those that provide the methods and
models (e.g., Hart, 1997; Shier, 2001), those that describe case studies of practices (Horelli,
1998; Freeman et al, 1999), and finally more recently those that provide a critique of the
field with the intention of expanding its theoretical base (e.g., Thomas, 2007; Tisdall, 2008a).
However, this selection was not intended to be exhaustive, rather it is necessarily partial
and incomplete12.
My academic background in education and environmental design, alongside my recent work
as a teacher and research assistant on a participatory project with children, have both
strongly influenced the arenas I have prioritised. The selection has also been informed by
those academics and practitioners with whom I have worked and interviewed, including my
supervisors Karen Malone and Jan Wright. In making these selections, I am placing myself in
line with the assertion that universities are a primary location for the construction of
knowledge, which is then reproduced in other community and governmental settings where
children’s participation operates. Furthermore, it is worth noting that publications in English
are easier to access electronically and have subsequently received more attention.
Alongside publications specifically related to children’s participation, other publications that
have been fundamental to much of this writing and subsequently in constructing the
genealogy include those concerned with constructions of children/childhood, children’s
rights, citizenship and environments.
12

It should be acknowledged, for example, that this selection is biased towards the academic. Some ‘grey’
literature (such as policy documents and reports from public sector organisations) was drawn on, but does not
feature as heavily in the final thesis. Firstly, I found that a lot of the grey literature was already analysed in the
academic literature which was much easier to access. Secondly, my choices were understandably influenced by
my position within the academy as well as the key informants, most of who came from academic backgrounds.
There is, of course, much that can be learned from a direct analysis of this grey literature, which I look forward
to pursuing in future work.
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In keeping with a poststructural approach, literature that features prominently in my
analysis has been selected and organised in a way as to recognise the inherent
contradictions and tensions within the field. In analysing these texts, I drew on the main
body of content, as well as those largely ‘peripheral’ parts of the texts which often get
overlooked by readers, such as preambles, footnotes, forewords and author biographies.
Interviews with key informants from the field of children’s participation
By including interview texts alongside written texts, my primary intention is to create a
dynamic, reflexive and nuanced analysis of the different ways particular discourses are
adopted, distributed and negotiated to produce certain effects. What made the use of the
interviews in this thesis even more complex was the fact that many of the informants
themselves are from academia. Aware that many had published quite extensively in the
field, I was initially concerned that the information I could gain face-to-face would be simply
reiterating what they had already published. However, while some informants did reference
certain publications, a face-to-face interview allowed many to take a less ‘polished’ or
academic approach and take a more reflective and personal view of their practices.
In order to explore some of these differing contextual interpretations of particular
discourses of children’s participation, as well as to mirror the scale, scope and impact of the
field, experienced individuals associated with a variety of different international
participatory projects were invited to participate. On one level these key informants shared
many similar interests, yet on another they represented starkly differing, and even
conflicting, perspectives.
With any qualitative research involving human beings, it is imperative that the selection
process be as transparent and reflexive as possible, as Delamont (1992: 70) states, “[w]hat is
crucial about sampling is honesty and reflexivity. The most important things are to record
how the sample was drawn, and to think carefully about how the selection/recruitment has
affected the data collected from them”.
The majority of informants were selected and interviewed during international children’s
participation conferences and workshops that I attended at the beginning of my
candidature, prior to the incorporation of a poststructural methodology. To try and limit or
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at least structure my approach to selecting participants, my initial intention was for all
informants to have held a long-term association with either UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities
Project or UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities Initiative, or both. As two key globally relevant
projects spanning over two decades, they represented legitimised and established sites for
the reproduction of particular knowledges of children’s participation and were therefore
able to effectively demonstrate how different discourses have been drawn on in different
ways over time. That my primary supervisor Karen Malone had an association with these
two initiatives also made them more accessible to me.
To reflect the global nature of the field, informants were selected from a variety of different
contexts, both geographically (including those from Australia, Japan, South Africa, Italy,
Nicaragua, the United Kingdom, Finland, Brazil and the United States) and institutionally
(including those associated with the UN, NGOs and/or the academy). In terms of their actual
‘experience’, informants ranged from those who were predominantly practitioners with
little published research, to others whose work positioned them in both academia and ‘on
the ground’. The informants reflected the interdisciplinary nature of children’s participation,
with backgrounds in a range of fields, such as Environmental Psychology, Education,
Sociology, Architecture, Social Work, Human Geography, Health and Children’s Rights. It is
worth noting that these informants fell under one of two categories: those that had not
been directly trained in child related subjects but had become initially involved in children’s
participation due to their particular job requirements; and those that had trained in child
related fields.13
As my first introduction to both the field of children’s participation and academia in general,
Malone represented an obvious starting point and ‘guinea pig’ for my research. As Associate
Professor from the Faculty of Education University of Wollongong, Asia-Pacific Director of
UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities project, and Chair of the Child Friendly Cities Asia-Pacific

13

As with the selection of literature, the selection of informants suggests a bias towards the academic. This
was primarily due to accessibility and time. I wanted to interview people from a range of contexts, however, I
would have needed a lot more time (not to mention money) in order to make this possible. Most of these
interviews were only possible because of my existing academic connections – without which I would not have
had the same recruitment success. Conferences which were predominantly attended by those who had the
support of the academy were a great opportunity to connect with people from a range of countries without
necessarily needing to visit each location. I did request interviews with people outside of the conference
‘space’, however, I had much less success.
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Network, she had worked across academic and practical spaces for well over a decade,
establishing a rich research assemblage of valuable international connections.
Such connections were what initially led me to Isami Kinoshita, Associate Professor in the
Department of Landscape Architecture at Chiba University in Japan. Kinoshita has a long
history of working ‘on the ground’ in participatory projects with children in neighbourhoods
in Japan, dating back to the 1970s. It was not until several years later that he and his
associated projects became ‘connected’ with UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities. I was able to
interview him twice; the first time in 2008 during the Annual Children’s Environments
Conference in Nagoya, and the second during the fourth bi-annual conference of the
European Child Friendly Cities Network, ‘Child in the City’, held in Rotterdam later that same
year.
The intention behind my attendance at both of these conferences was twofold. Firstly, like
any postgraduate student attending and presenting at a conference, they represented
invaluable early ‘stepping stones’ in my development as an academic. More importantly
however, the conferences proved an important networking opportunity for the sourcing of
potential interviewees, many of whom, due to work schedules and geographic location,
would have been difficult to access otherwise.
During the Rotterdam conference I was also able to interview Francesca Moneti, another
associate of Malone, who was the opening keynote presenter at the conference. At the time
of this interview, Moneti was the Senior Project Officer of the Child Friendly Cities initiative
based at the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre in Italy14. While not as closely tied to a
particular university or ‘participatory’ project with children, as the key overseer of the Child
Friendly Cities initiative internationally, Moneti’s perspectives on the role of children’s
participation in the ‘big picture’ of the child-friendliness of cities are highly influential.
To ensure an interview would be possible, prior to the conference I emailed Moneti
information regarding the intentions behind my research. Moneti not only agreed to an
interview, but forwarded the email on to Roger Hart, whom she knew to be very influential

14

Moneti has since moved on from this position, although she is still employed by UNICEF as a Senior Child
Protection Specialist.
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within the field of children’s participation. Roger Hart was a Professor in Environmental
Psychology at the City University of New York and Co-Director of the Children’s
Environments Research Group (CERG). He had collaborated with UNICEF and designed many
participatory methodologies for working with young people. Hart’s ‘ladder of children’s
participation’ is arguably the most highly referenced model of children’s participation and
he is considered by many to be a pioneer within the field.
In order to interview Hart, I volunteered to assist in workshops organised with Childwatch
and UNICEF to be held in The Hague for the three days following the conference. The
primary intention of the workshop was to develop a globally applicable participatory
assessment tool for child-friendliness. Attendees had been especially (and fairly exclusively)
selected by Hart according to their notable interest in the area and position within their
particular nation and were representative of what was often referred to as the ‘minority’
and ‘majority’ worlds. It was during this time volunteering that I was fortunate to meet
many UN delegates, and consequently I interviewed Rose September and Manuel Buvinich.
Rose September was Professor in the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences at the
University of the Western Cape, where she researched and taught in developmental social
welfare with a special interest in child welfare, protection and research for social justice.
During the time of our interview, September had also been seconded to UNICEF as Head of
UNICEF Capetown sub-office. Manuel Buvinich was Regional Advisor of Monitoring and
Evaluation at UNICEF’s office in Brazil. Both had considerable experience with children’s
participation in so much as it relates to wider governmental structures, policies and
initiatives.
Trying to make the most of my time in Europe, I then flew to Finland, where I interviewed
Marketta Kyttä and Liisa Horelli. I first met Kyttä several weeks prior to leaving Australia,
when she was presenting at the University of Wollongong during a one-day symposium on
child friendly cities. When I mentioned my planned European interviews, she suggested I
also come through Finland to meet with Liisa Horelli. Liisa Horelli was an Academy Research
Fellow in the Centre for Urban and Regional Studies at Helsinki University of Technology in
Finland and has been involved in the area of children’s participation for over thirty years.
Marketta Kyttä was also at the Centre for Urban and Regional Studies, working as a Senior
Researcher. Kyttä had worked quite closely with Horelli on several projects with Horelli, but
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had since moved on to other projects that she perceived as related but not representing
authentic children’s participation. While recognising that by inviting both Horelli and Kyttä
to speak meant there would be two informants from Finland, I felt this was beneficial due to
the ways they were so closely aligned yet so different in their approaches to children’s
participation.
My travels then took me to the United Kingdom, where I had arranged to meet with Harry
Shier. Shier was a community education trainer working with the Centre for Education in
Health and Environment in Matagalpa, Nicaragua. Again, in many respects, contact with
Shier happened serendipitously. Having joined the ‘Children’s Participation Network’
emailing list when I first began my research, I had been privy to an email Shier sent out
about his upcoming trip to the UK, offering to meet up with anyone keen to discuss the
field. As I was already familiar with his extension of Hart’s ladder and also trying to utilise
every opportunity during my short European trip, I emailed him straight away to organise a
meeting in London.
From this same emailing list, I also found out about a one-day conference to be held a few
days later in Birmingham. It was during this conference that I met Kate Martin. Martin was a
children’s rights advocate and Senior Development Officer for the Council for Disabled
Children in the United Kingdom. As well as this she was a fellow research student and has
since authored a chapter in a book within which I am, quite coincidentally, also an author.
While not as well ‘established’ within the field as perhaps some of the others I have
interviewed, Martin’s presentation and verbal contributions during that day were
passionate, frank and refreshing, provoking strong responses from other conference
attendees. In contesting much of the discourse that was being drawn on by other
conference attendees during the day, she received unprompted applause from the audience
on more than one occasion. Based on these initial impressions, I decided to approach
Martin about the possibility of an interview, which was subsequently arranged to take place
following the closure of the conference in the building foyer.
My final interview, conducted online via Skype, was with Ray Lorenzo, an American-born
planning consultant and founder of the ABCitta Cooperative in Italy. Lorenzo’s involvement
in the area of children’s participation dated back to his years as a planning student, working
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with Hart among others. Lorenzo was also associated with UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities as a
consultant and on the editorial board for the Children, Youth and Environments (CYE)
Journal. Once again, this interview came about thanks to Malone, who had met Lorenzo in
2009 at the Annual Children’s Environments Conference (which I was unable to attend).
While this was the only interview not conducted face-to-face, building rapport was not so
difficult thanks to his time spent with Malone.
Surveying this narrative in its entirety, it is clear that rather than a linear and thought-out
selection process, the strategy that proved most useful for recruiting participants was
participating in academic and organisational spaces within the field (i.e. conferences and
mailing lists). Taking my research internationally also gave me access to a much richer and
more diverse selection of understandings within the field, which would have otherwise been
fairly limited if relying solely on international journals and publications to stay connected
with the field. Further, if it were not for my initial connections and face-to-face contact with
those in various professional circles, recruitment of informants would have proved much
more challenging.
However, the difficulty with such an open and not always predetermined approach to
recruiting informants was that it made it difficult to find a point at which to stop. Since
conducting these interviews I have connected with others who could easily be added to my
‘pool of participants’, but due to the scope of this thesis, a line had to be drawn. There is no
simple way to justify what and who has been included or excluded, other than to say that
the limitations of this are acknowledged whilst maintaining that at no point can a study of
this nature fully represent all that is relevant. While eleven is a relatively small number of
participants for a doctoral study, given the extent of the children’s participation literature
that has also been included as a source of data, I believe what has been covered is more
than satisfactory.
While all informants were seemingly bound by a strong commitment to furthering the
‘interests of children’, there were also significant personal, disciplinary, professional and
cultural differences. For the purposes of clarification, the following table outlines all
participants who took part in the order in which they took part, as well as their current
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country of residence, key associations and the details of the interview(s) conducted for this
study:
Name
Karen Malone

Isami Kinoshita

Francesca Moneti

Roger Hart

Rose September

Manuel Buvinich

Liisa Horelli

Marketta Kyttä

Main countries of
work
Australia, Asia

Japan

Italy

Nepal, United States

South Africa

Brazil

Finland

Finland

Associations

Interview details

University of Wollongong
UNESCO Growing Up in Cities
UNICEF Child Friendly Cities AsiaPacific

One face-to-face semistructured interview
(Wollongong, Australia).

Department of Landscape,
Architecture, Chiba University
UNESCO Growing Up in Cities

UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre

Children’s Environments Research
Group (CERG)
City University of New York

UNICEF Capetown
University of Western Cape

UNICEF Brazil

6 August, 2008 (approx. 1
hour and 45 minutes).
Two face-to-face semistructured interviews
(Tokyo, Japan).
30 April & 3 November,
2008 (approx. 1 hour and
15 minutes in total).
One face-to-face semistructured interview
(Rotterdam, the
Netherlands).
4 November, 2008
(approx. 20 minutes).
Two face-to-face semistructured interviews (the
Hague, the Netherlands).
5 & 7 November, 2008
(approx. 2 hours in total).
One face-to-face semistructured interview (the
Hague, the Netherlands).
7 November, 2008
(approx. 30 minutes).
One face-to-face semistructured interview (the
Hague, the Netherlands).

Centre for Urban and Regional
Studies, Helsinki University of
Technology

7 November, 2008
(approx. 1 hour).
One face-to-face semistructured interview
(Helsinki, Finland).

Centre for Urban and Regional
Studies, Helsinki University of
Technology

25 November, 2008
(approx. 1.5 hours).
One face-to-face semistructured interview
(Helsinki, Finland).
25 November, 2008
(approx. 1 hour).
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Harry Shier

Nicaragua, United
Kingdom, Ireland

Centre for Education in Health and
Environment (CESESMA)

One face-to-face semistructured interview
(London, England).
10 November, 2008
(approx. 2 hours).

Kate Martin

Ray Lorenzo

United Kingdom

Italy, United States

Council for Disabled Children UK

ABCitta Cooperative
UNICEF Child Friendly Cities
Initiative
Shape Up Europe
Road Safety Cities in Europe
(RoSaCe)

One face-to-face semistructured interview
(Birmingham, England).
13 November, 2008
(approx. 30 minutes).
One semi-structured
interview over Skype
(made from Wollongong,
Australia to Perugia, Italy).
29 May, 2009 (approx. 75
minutes).

Table 1.2: Informants’ associations and interview details
Interviews were conducted using a handheld mp3 audio recorder. As indicated in the above
description of the recruitment process and table, not all interviews were of equal length,
breadth or depth. In some cases there was an opportunity to prepare and build rapport with
informants prior to the interview, and this generally led to longer interviews with more
detailed and diverse discussion (e.g., Hart, Malone, Lorenzo and Shier). In other cases, the
interviews were conducted far more spontaneously, often in less-than ideal circumstances
(e.g., while walking to catch a train or in a conference lunchbreak). This resulted in much
briefer interviews in terms of both time and content (e.g., September and Moneti). The rest
of the interviews can be seen to fit somewhere in between these two situations (e.g.,
Buvinich, Kyttä, Horelli, Kinoshita and Martin). Consequently, this is likely reflected in the
extent to which each informant has been cited in the analysis to follow (e.g., there will be
more reference to Hart, Malone, Shier and Lorenzo, whereas September and Moneti will
have less of a ‘presence’ in the analysis).
In preparation for these semi-structured interviews, I constructed a list of questions or
‘trigger points’, which helped to keep the discussion around children’s participation
structured (including both ‘theoretical’ and ‘practical’ questions) but open enough so that
informants had some control over what they wanted to talk the most about. I also wanted
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to keep the questions fairly broad because I was still in the process of refining my
theoretical position and the study’s overall research questions:
1. How did you come to be involved in the area of children's participation?
This might include aspects of your professional, educational, cultural and
personal background - depending on what you see as most relevant.
2. What are some of the major projects you have been involved in? What
were some of the major challenges/successes you experienced?
3. What do you draw on to justify what you do? This might include any
particular theories, people, practices, models or ideas that help you to
make meaning of children's participation.
4. Over the past few decades, what changes have you seen in the field?
How has your own thinking changed? Why do you think this has occurred?
5. How do you see the field evolving in the future? What do you expect will
happen, and what would you ideally like to see occurring?
In further aiding an understanding of how these informants relate, the following table
orders the informants according to the self-perceived length of their involvement in the
area of children’s participation:
2000s
Hart
Lorenzo
Horelli
Kinoshita
Kyttä
Buvinich
Malone
Moneti
Shier
September
Martin

1990s

1980s

1970s

1960s
1960s-2000s

1970s-2000s
1970s-2000s
1970s-2000s
1980s-2000s
1990s-2000s
1990s-2000s
1990s-2000s
1990s-2000s
1990s-2000s
2000s

Table 1.3: Informants’ length of involvement in the field of children’s participation
While the length of time they have worked within the field of children’s participation varies
significantly, they are all highly educated, with many achieving the academic title of ‘Doctor’
or ‘Professor’. These informants represent experts15 in that they are not only actively
involved in the production and dissemination of knowledge, but have strong associations

15

Further extrapolation of the ambiguity of the term ‘expert’ will be provided later in the thesis.
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with influential institutions and are consequently in a position of significant decision-making
power.
Within these narratives and classifications of the informants, I am positioned as both an
‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’, depending upon the perspective. From one perspective, I am an
insider as I share many of the same interests as the participants. I presented at, or at least
participated in, the same conferences and seminars as many of the informants. Further, I
was able to contact many informants due to my being a doctoral student of one of their
colleagues (Malone). However, from a different perspective, I am positioned as an outsider
because I am relatively ‘new’ to the field, without a significant degree of relevant experience
or publication output compared with their own. My ‘professional’ associations are
somewhat limited to my affiliation with the University of Wollongong and my attendance at
related conferences is only a recent occurrence.
It could be seen that I am still decidedly ‘interviewing up’ in my selection of participants,
something of which I was overtly aware during the interview process. ‘Interviewing up’
(Kirby, Greaves and Reid, 2005) or ‘studying up’ (Wolf, 1996) is literally the practice of
interviewing those who are considered to be more important than the researcher, whether
that be in terms of power, influence or wealth. While my intention in ‘interviewing up’ was
never to maintain hierarchies of power, it was helpful and necessary for the purposes of my
particular research objectives.
Analysing the data
Once I had conducted all the interviews, I transcribed the audio into the program Microsoft
Word. While time-consuming, I found the transcribing process offered a helpful entry point
into my analysis of the texts, drawing my attention to some of the more subtle words and
phrases which I might have otherwise overlooked in my more formal analysis. I then
emailed the typed transcripts back to the informants for approval and edits where
requested. Once given confirmation from the informants, I then began to code the data set
using my own word searches on Microsoft Word and the program NVivo.
Following Fairclough (1995) and others who have drawn on Foucault to conduct discourse
analyses, my approach to coding and analysing this data involved deliberately resisting the
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text’s apparent ‘naturalness’ and focusing on how power was exercised through particular
words and phrases. As an entry point, I would start with one interview transcript, identifying
key words and phrases which I had seen reiterated in the literature (e.g., ‘empowerment’,
‘voice’, ‘making a difference’). I would then try to fill any gaps in the emerging patterns by
returning to the literature and finding more examples of the language under scrutiny. Such
an ‘engaged and estranged’ reading position allowed me to scrutinise the ways in which
particular discourses were operating in the texts.
While the use of a poststructural genealogy as a methodology does not imply a strict set of
rules or prescribed steps for conducting an analysis of the above literature and interview
transcripts, the approach does lend itself to a distinct type of questioning (which I have
outlined at the beginning of this thesis under Research Questions). While in many respects
this lack of a set framework is highly liberating as a researcher, it also makes the task of
structuring a written and necessarily comprehensible thesis a lot more challenging.
Consequently, alongside the questions, throughout my analysis I try to maintain a
connection to what Harwood (2000) identifies as the ‘four axes of scrutiny’: ‘discontinuities’,
‘contingencies’, ‘emergences’ and ‘subjugated knowledges’. This ‘genealogical lens’ shapes
my analysis in a number of ways. For example, in focusing on discontinuities of knowledge I
look at instances where particular ‘truths’ about children’s participation contradicted others
within and across texts, as well as instances where mistakes and limitations were
acknowledged. In focusing on contingencies, I examine which conditions are needed for
particular truths to dominate and be sustained. In reemphasising the historical and socially
constructed nature of the field, I consider how these discontinuities and contingencies
result in the emergence of children’s participation. Finally, through this genealogical analysis
I also strive to identify some of the subjugated knowledges of the field— those ideas and
perspectives that are relegated as a result of particular relations of power.
In keeping with this poststructural lens, my analytical approach is based on the notion that
practices within the field of children’s participation are not operating in isolation; they are
produced through relations of power/knowledge that operate on a variety of levels.
Orienting my genealogy around this belief allows me to move beyond the popular apolitical
models of children’s participation, which fixate upon relations between children and adults,
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to an examination of how relations of power/knowledge on a variety of levels operate to
construct practices within the field.
In order to reflect the variety of levels within which relations of power/knowledge operate
in terms of children’s participation, I have structured my genealogy around two interrelated
phases of inquiry. In the first phase I am interested in the broader relations of power
evident within the cultural, social, political and discursive context from which the field has
emerged, as well as key institutional sites of power/knowledge that simultaneously shape
and are shaped by these contexts. From this broadly-focused analysis, the second phase of
my analysis concerns the more specific relations of power as they are produced and
circulated within the field and the way in which particular knowledges come to dominate as
‘truth’. I will now provide a more detailed outline of these two phases.
Phase one: positioning the field within the discourses, sites and spaces of ‘new times’
In keeping with my overarching thesis questions which emphasise the broader context in
which field of children’s participation has emerged, I have structured my analysis of
power/knowledge relations in phase one around the following questions:
a) What global trends in political, social and cultural thinking have come to
contextualise the late twentieth and early twenty-first century?
b) Within this context, what are some of the key discourses that have come to
dominate current understandings of children’s participation?
c) What are some of the key institutional sites that enable particular discourses to be
produced, circulated, legitimised and/or contested in the field of children’s
participation?
d) What are the key spaces in which particular knowledges about children’s
participation are disseminated? Who constructs/legitimises these spaces and who
has access to these spaces?
In line with these questions, I have constructed four interconnected areas of analyses.
Firstly, in exploring the political, social and cultural processes that have come to
contextualise thinking in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, I drew on the
social science literature and the popular notion of ‘new times’, namely the complex and
contested concepts of globalisation, individualisation and democratisation. I include these
three specific concepts because of their prevalence in the children’s participation literature;
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more specifically because, as ideas of the world, the self and of politics, the concepts of
globalisation, individualisation and democratisation present three interlocking discourses
that underlie the field of children’s participation.
Secondly, I discuss how these key discourses have come to dominate current
understandings of children’s participation. Next, I explore the explicit and implicit ways in
which these discourses intersect with three others, namely: ‘childhood studies’, ‘children’s
rights’ and ‘children’s citizenship’.
Thirdly, responding to my third question about the primary institutional sites in which the
discourse of children’s participation is produced, I search for those sites which enable,
whether through their own established credibility or on a monetary level, particular
knowledges to be legitimated and circulated in the field. In doing so, I identify four key
institutional sites: the United Nations (the UN), the non-governmental organisation (NGOs),
the state and the academy.
Finally, I search for moments in the texts that reference, or exemplify, particular spaces in
which power/knowledge of children’s participation is produced and circulated. This leads, in
turn, to the identification and analysis of three key internationally networked spaces:
academic journals, conferences and the internet.
It is important to note that the terms ‘sites’ and ‘spaces’ in these last two sections act as
metaphors rather than as literal descriptors of separate and geographically fixed sites and
spaces within the field. Indeed, the key examples covered under each term (e.g., NGOs, the
state, journals, the internet, conferences, etc) are not separated by clear boundaries, but
interpenetrate through various networks. For example, most journals are now accessed
online, and many conferences lead to the publication of ‘special editions’ of journals. In
addition, the sites and spaces are rarely fixed to a particular geographical location, but are
widely dispersed. For example, a global NGO ‘site’ such as Save the Children, while founded
in the United Kingdom, now claims 29 member organisations around the world. However,
while recognising the limitations of using the terms ‘sites’ and ‘spaces’ as metaphors, I
believe they offer a structure for the reader that may aid navigation and comprehension of
the analysis. Further, in some cases there are some distinguishing features, namely in terms
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of who has access to particular sites and spaces, which I will elaborate upon in the relevant
sections in Phase One.
Phase two: analysing the ritual reiterations of ‘agency’, ‘voice’ and ‘change’ within the field
Maintaining the line of inquiry in phase one, I structure phase two around several of the
sub-questions identified earlier in this thesis, namely:
e) What are some of the dominant discursive concepts that are reiterated within the
field to normalise particular practices?
f) In what way do these reiterations constitute and govern children as subjects?
g) What do these reiterations exclude and where and by whom have they been
challenged or contested?
h) How might acknowledgement of these contestations contribute to widening
possibilities of future practice?
In answering these questions, I analyse three frequently reiterated concepts that have come
to govern and normalise discursive practice in the field of children’s participation. For this I
draw on Butler’s (1993) notion that practices and subjects are produced through their
repetition. Such understandings imply that children’s participation is legitimated through
the repetition of particular ideas with no clear origin and that the child in children’s
participation is not a pre-existing entity but one produced through practice. I begin by
looking for words and ideas commonly referenced across the texts, with a particular focus
on those words presented as innately ‘good’. I note that these terms are framed in such a
way that makes it difficult to question what they mean or how they are used without
appearing to be ‘against them’. The three notions evoked most frequently in both the
literature and the interviews are ‘agency’, ‘voice’ and ‘change’. In examining the reiterations
of these concepts I explore how they rely upon humanistic assumptions of unified
subjectivity, rationality and universality (Belsey, 1980). I argue that these assumptions reify
‘the child’ rather than focusing on ‘children’ in the messiness of context. I argue that these
assumptions may inadvertently support neo-liberal discourses which position children as
somehow responsible for their own development. Building on this argument, and offering
ways beyond these concerns, I study examples of ‘gaps and fissures’ (Butler, 1993) within
the literature and interviews, spaces where people and practices did not quite comply with
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the dominant reiterations. In acknowledging that these alternative spaces exist, and in
exploring what enables their production, my intention is not just to highlight the limitations
of current practices. Rather, I argue these ‘constitutive instabilities’ offer ways in which
limitations of current practices may be overcome or resisted so that new and different
knowledge about both participation and children might be possible.

1.2.6 Ethical considerations
Reproducing and analysing what my informants told me in our interviews requires me to
consider my ethical responsibility as a researcher. What obligations do I owe to my
interview respondents? How do I fulfil these obligations while at the same time ensuring
that the integrity of this academic project is maintained? Making the participants in this
study anonymous would obviate the risk of harm being done to them. However, considering
that they are high profile actors in the field of participation, such anonymity could not be
assured. Besides, providing anonymity does not in itself dispense with the ethical challenges
involved in research with live human subjects; it just minimises the risk of upsetting people.
Relating what my informants said faithfully and treating them respectfully, while at the
same time critically examining what they have to say (since that is the reason I interviewed
them in the first place) can prove challenging for the researcher and writer. To meet this
challenge I adopted strategies to ensure respondents would be as well informed as possible
to the process to which they were consenting.
Firstly, all informants had the chance to review the interview transcripts before I used them
for this thesis. Doing so gave participants the opportunity to not only view and verify the
transcript in its entirety, but to make any changes they deemed necessary— from the
deletion or re-wording of particular sections to the insertion of additional information.
While some informants chose not to make any changes, others elected to edit the transcript
substantially; indeed, in many cases, respondents also appended supporting documentation
along with their revisions to the transcripts.
Secondly, all informants were provided with written and verbal information regarding the
purpose of the research before their interview(s) took place, including notification that their
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names and organisational associations would be identified. Alongside this information, a
consent form was provided which the participants signed in order to confirm their
agreement with these terms. Participation in this study only took place after the information
sheets had been read and all consent forms completed by the informants. Furthermore,
participants were also notified of their right to withdraw from the study at any time16.
Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the approach taken to the analysis of the interview
data also helped to ensure appropriate ethical conduct. I am not interested in ‘judging’ or
‘evaluating’ the informants in order to present their ideas as either right or wrong. Rather,
in maintaining a poststructural analysis, my concern is with interrogating the discursive
ideas from which the informants draw, rather than the informants themselves. Moreover, I
am not interested in using the transcripts to develop a concise or ‘truthful’ overview of
children’s participation based on empirical observations and accounts. Instead, the data
from the interviews has been used to highlight particular ‘moments’ of truth (Stanley, 1990),
points where particular ideas are related and condensed in ‘discursive clusters’ (Kehily,
2002: 7). Discourse analysis involves an investigation of how language constructs meaning
and has become an increasingly important method in social research (Wetherell et al, 2001).
From this perspective, what informants say about children’s participation is not “merely
about actions, events and situations, it is also a potent and constitutive part of those
actions, events and situations” (Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 21). In other words, seeing talk
as a form of action, I am not only interested in what the informants are saying, but how.
Special attention is given to particular words and phrases that are drawn on (or in some
cases, avoided) to explain and legitimise what is being said about children’s participation.
In maintaining a loose or semi-structured interview structure with open-ended questions,
the intention was to avoid overly controlling the type of terrain covered during the
interviews. I wanted to allow the informants a chance to ‘ramble’; to reflect on the
complexities, ambiguities and issues in their experience of children’s participation that were
important to them. Fortunately, this approached worked relatively well because all
informants required very little prompting in order to talk openly and in depth about their
experiences and views of children’s participation. During many of the interviews, informants
16

See Appendix D for Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form.
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even apologised for getting ‘carried away’ and it often became clear that the informant had
a story they wished to tell. Using a flexible format allowed for these stories and complexities
to emerge within the interview process where a more structured approach may have
disrupted the flow of dialogue and limited the depth. Consequently, while I could not
provide the informants with strict anonymity, I have tried to ensure that the informants’
wishes have been respected and taken into account wherever possible, from the initial
invitation to participate, to the structure of the interview, to the written transcripts.
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Chapter 2

2.1 Phase one of a genealogy of children’s participation
2.1.1 Introduction
Representing ‘phase one’ of this genealogy, the following sections are primarily concerned
with exploring how broad relations of power/knowledge produce particular practices within
the field of children’s participation. Focusing on the ‘macro’ scale, the aim of this
exploration is to interrogate what cultural, economic, political, discursive and institutional
contexts have enabled the emergence and have sustained particular ideas within the field.
My analysis has two steps: I begin by exploring relations of power/knowledge at the
broadest scale within which the field is positioned; then I analyse those contextual relations
operating more specifically within the field.
First, I will provide an overview of some of the broader societal changes of the last few
decades, as noted in the sociological work of Hall, Giddens, Beck and Fairclough (among
others) in relation to the contemporary discourses of children’s participation (see, for
example, Thomas and Percy-Smith, 2010). These changes in ‘new times’ include, but are by
no means limited to, the overlapping sociological notions of globalisation, individualisation
and democratisation. Understanding these notions provides significant background to the
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emergence of particular discourses which have come to dominate the field of children’s
participation.
Second, I will interrogate those dominant discourses located within ‘new times’ which have
been extensively drawn on (and in some cases, resisted) within the field of children’s
participation. While there are no doubt innumerable relevant discourses, due to the scope
of this thesis, I have limited this analysis to an exploration of three key discourses:
discourses of childhood, discourses of children’s rights and discourses of children’s
citizenship. Understanding the way in which these discourses have emerged and interact
with each other provides significant insights into how particular ideas about children and
participation have come to dominate over others.
Third, I will describe and explore the key ‘sites’ of power/knowledge within the field of
children’s participation, namely the United Nations, the academy, NGOs and government
organisations. These interrelated sites are particularly relevant to this study because of the
way in which each produces knowledge about and from children’s participation. Consistent
with the genealogical approach taken, each of these sites will be charted in terms of not
only the knowledges they produce but the ways in which the child as a subject is
conceptualised and contested through particular discourses. This analysis will also make
connections with the literature and interview transcripts.
Finally, and in relation to these sites, I will identify and analyse the key ‘spaces’ within which
power/knowledge is circulated within the field. More specifically, I will describe how
international journals, conferences and the internet function as important spaces for the
dissemination of particular knowledges about children’s participation. In doing so I will
explore what knowledges about children and participation are given priority in these spaces,
as well as who or what knowledge may be excluded as a result.

2.1.2 Positioning the field of children’s participation in ‘new times’
Crucial to interrogating the way in which particular discourses of children and participation
have come to dominate within children’s participation is the recognition of the ‘new times’
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within which these discourses are located. ‘New times’, as defined by Hall (1996), and
others more recently (e.g., Fairclough, 2001a, 2001b; Luke, 2002)17, is a metaphor
characterised by a range of globally significant directions in which contemporary social and
cultural change is now taking place. The purpose of recognising this metaphor is not to
resolve the ambiguity and complexity inherent in the change it represents, but to “open
debate about how society is changing and to offer new descriptions and analyses of the
social conditions it seeks to transcend and transform” (Hall, 1996: 222). A key aspect of ‘new
times’ is the increasing importance placed on the individual subject, while collective subjects
(of class, sexuality, race, etc) are increasingly segmented and pluralized. For Hall (1996:
225), this ‘return of the subjective’ suggests that:
[We] cannot settle for a language in which to describe ‘New Times’ which respects
the old distinction between the objective and subjective dimensions of change. ‘New
Times’ are both ‘out there’, changing our conditions of life, and ‘in here’, working on
us. In part, it is us who are being ‘re-made’.
Involved in these new times are the overlapping and contested notions of globalisation,
individualisation and democratisation. I have selected these notions because together they
encapsulate a range of relationships to the world, self and politics, respectively. Further,
positioning children’s participation as part of such global trends, particularly the latter two,
has been recognised elsewhere within the more recent literature on children’s participation
(Taylor, 2007; Mason, 2009). How these global trends are defined and shape the field of
children’s participation will now be addressed.
Globalisation
Globalisation is a broad, contentious and widely-used term often employed to describe the
processes involved in growing ‘international interconnectedness’ (Hirst and Thompson,
2002). These circulating processes are seen to be facilitated by a wide range of economic,
technological, social, cultural and political forces. While the term has been used to describe
processes as far back as the late nineteenth century or earlier (Hirst and Thompson, 2002), it
is the latter part of the twentieth century with which globalisation is most commonly
associated (and with which I am concerned here). During this period, traditional institutions,
17

It should be acknowledged that Hall’s definition is now over a decade old and understandably does not take
into account a lot of key events which are now shaping ‘new times’ (for example, 9-11, the global financial
crisis and the recent Arab uprisings).
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such as family, education, work, state and democracy, have been increasingly subject to
systematic re-thinking and change.
Discourses of children and childhood are by no means exempt from these wider processes
of globalisation. While making links between notions of childhood and globalisation may
appear difficult or even naive, it is exactly this apparent disparity between the two that is
cause for closer interrogation. As Ruddick (2003: 335) argues::
[H]ow could concepts of youth and childhood do anything analytically to inform our
understanding of processes of globalization? To make such a claim is to challenge
well patrolled conceptual divides – between the global and the local, between
production and social reproduction, between the public and the private . . . But I
would argue that it is precisely the enormity of the apparent space between these
two discourses that makes their links more insidious and worthy of investigation.
Rather than a “byproduct of capitalism”, Ruddick (2003: 334) argues childhood is located “at
its literal and figurative core”. Similarly, Prout (2000: 306) contends that with an increasingly
complex, changing and uncertain world, “children, precisely because they are seen as
especially unfinished, appear as a good target for controlling the future”. Such targeting
occurs in innumerable tangible and intangible ways. For example, over the last century
children have been subject to increasing levels of state and public intervention and are
some of the highest users of public services (Tisdall and Bell, 2006: 103). Further, Smith
(2000) states that the impact of globalisation in late modernity can be seen most tangibly in
the increasing similarity between cultural and leisure options for children globally and the
advances in technology which have allowed children much greater access to the ‘global
community’. Within the academy, such cultures and lifestyles attributed to children have
become increasingly popular domains of research (Zinnecker, 2001). Interrogating the
development of expertise in child development during the 1920s and 1930s, Rose (1985)
argues there was a significant rise in adult ‘experts’ who came to be legitimised in their
interpretations of, and advocacy for, children. In claiming their expertise, these adults
developed a range of diagnoses, disorders and treatments for ‘socially maladjusted’
children. Rose (1991) later linked this to an overarching ‘scientific gaze’ on children that
typified the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
All who had dealt with children in their professional or personal life could now have
their mind instructed through the education of their gaze. In the space between the
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behaviours of actual children and the ideals of the norm, new desires and
expectations, and new fears and anxieties could be inspired in parents, new
administrative and reformatory aspirations awakened in professionals. With the rise
of a normative expertise of childhood, family life and subjectivity could be governed
in a new way (Rose, 1991: 149-150).
Such change should not imply the effect of globalisation on childhood and children is either
uniform or unilinear. Rather, effects are highly dependent upon the cultural and political
context within any particular country. Instead of breaking down barriers between groups,
‘global thinking’, as Blanchet (1996) asserts, may actually reinforce relativism and promote a
fundamentalist reaction. As James and James (2004: 214) argue,
[A]s globalisation increases, so does the potential for external pressures to influence
national constructions of childhood. This will sometimes trigger change and
transformation, sometimes resistance and retrenchment. In either case, however,
there are shifts in the status quo, thereby perpetuating the dialectical process of
cultural change.
Within these globalising processes and changes, particular discourses of childhood, as well
as increasingly interrelated discourses of citizenship and rights, are privileged. How children
are constituted within these discourses is strongly linked with wider societal demands. Since
the 1980s, there has been an increasing push to frame the education of citizens around
solving global ‘problems’ (Kniep, 1986; Case, 1993; Merryfield, 1998; Diaz et al, 1999; Parker
et al, 2002; Banks, 2004; Gaudelli, 2006; Camicia and Saavedra, 2009). For example, when
Parker et al (2002: 162) surveyed the preferences of a multinational panel of ‘experts’ from
business, scientific and educational fields, they found a significant consensus regarding the
need for a “multinational, deliberation-based school curriculum focused on complex
worldwide ethical problems”, with the primary objective to create “multidimensional
citizens”. Similarly, Banks et al (2005) argue the need for children to not only be
knowledgeable about the world, but to be “global problem-solvers” and “a force for positive
change” (Banks et al, 2005 cited in Camicia and Saavedra, 2009: 502-3). Relating to a whole
gamut of environmental, economic and equity problems, from climate change and poverty
to human rights abuses, such a push is fuelled by a perceived need to shape the global
education of children around human characteristics presumed necessary in a ‘global world’.
As Ruddick (2003: 357) states:
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[S]trategies of the social reproduction of youth and children, their education and
training and their acculturation carry within them imagined paths to global
competitiveness . . . What kind of youth and childhood we imagine for ourselves and
our communities intersects in fundamental ways with what kind of future
globalizations we will tolerate or create, the social spaces and infrastructures we
develop, who is included or excluded – and how.
In other words, how children and childhood are understood and ‘catered for’ through social,
educational and political spaces is inextricably linked with the demands brought about by
globalisation, which operate through discourses including those of childhood and
citizenship. Alongside and within these discourses of childhood and citizenship sit discourses
of children’s rights, where children are also being positioned at the centre of global
processes. This is most notably reflected in the work of the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), which views the child’s quality of life as the definitive measurement of a healthy
and sustainable society for all (UNICEF, 1997). According to Boyden (1997), UNICEF has also
been a key player in promoting a standardised version of childhood, increasingly exporting
images favoured in the ‘minority world’ to the majority. This process of globalising a
standardised image of childhood has also been emphasised in numerous international
agreements, including the UN Special Session on Children (UNICEF, 2002), the Habitat II
Agenda (UNCHS, 1997), Agenda 21 (UN, 1992), and the UNCRC (UN, 1989). The UNCRC in
particular has been described as “one of the most potent models of globalization emerging
at present” (Boyden, 1997: 220). A major effect of these international agreements has been
a push toward a universal standard of childhood, a standard which has been fundamentally
constructed and controlled by Western18 countries. For example, the drafting group for the
UNCRC has been criticised as largely Western in its direction and therefore it failed to
account for the “cultural diversity and economic realities of developing countries”
(Newman-Black, 1989: 36). Similarly, the UNCRC was also proposed at a time when many
countries from the South were not interested in contributing to the drafting process
because the intentions behind document were seen to embody understandings of a
standard childhood that was foreign to them (Boyden, 1997).

18

‘Western’ and ‘South’ (as well as similar terminology) have been used at various points throughout this
thesis to denote ‘industrialised’, ‘developed’ or ‘minority world’ nations and ‘developing’ or ‘majority world’
nations respectively. The use of ‘South’ excludes countries such as Australia and New Zealand.
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So while globalisation may achieve increased ‘global awareness’, it can also strengthen, as
Boyden (1997) and others have noted, the contrast between local and global norms, with
the local being cast as morally superior and the global rejected. This ‘localist’ perspective
tends to see itself as disregarding outside expertise or ‘top-down’ approaches in favour of
local knowledge; instead ‘local people’ are given prime responsibility and ownership over
development. The complex relationship between the local and the global in ‘new times’ is
neatly summarised by Gaventa (2006a: 28) in the following quote:
[R]ather than being separate spheres, the local, national and global are increasingly
interrelated. Local forms and manifestations of power are constantly being shaped in
relationship to global actors and forces, and in turn, local action affects and shapes
global power. Local actors may use global forums as arenas for action . . . just as
effectively – or more effectively – than they can appeal to institutions of local
governance. Conversely, expressions of global civil society or citizenship may simply
be vacuous without meaningful links to local actors and local knowledge.
Boyden (1997: 224) argues that “analysis internationally of the potentially conflicting vision
of globalization and their comparative impact on children is long overdue”. Similarly, Hart
(J., 2008: 410) argues, in relation to citizen participation more broadly, that “by
conceptualizing the ‘local’ as separable from larger structures and systems, participatory
development leaves unexamined and unchallenged the forces that reproduce poverty and
marginality as a matter of course”. Such an analysis is also important within the field of
children’s participation, which is not immune to these globalising processes and discourses,
as well as the tensions within and between them. As will be explored in the sections to
follow, the localised experiences of children are heavily prioritised in the field of children’s
participation; however, this occurs while the field simultaneously supports and disseminates
the notions of ‘childhood’ and ‘children’s participation’ as global constructs. If we look at the
field of children’s participation from a different perspective, however, then the relationship
between the local and the global is not linear or dualistic, but based on dynamic often
complex relations of power. As Cooke and Kothari (2001: 12) contend, “[b]y supposedly
focusing on the personal and the local as sites of empowerment and knowledge,
participatory approaches minimize the importance of the other places where power and
knowledge are located, for example with ‘us’ in the Western development community, and
with the state”.
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By problematising the variety of ways in which notions of the ‘local’ and ‘global’ are
emphasised in the literature and interviews, I highlight the effects, not only in terms of what
practices are included and excluded, but the relations of power that are hidden in the
process19.
Individualisation
Another related modern development in ‘new times’ relevant to an understanding of the
discourses of children’s participation is the concept of individualisation. Although it may be
argued that individualisation and globalisation are driven by two seemingly opposite
tendencies, seen together they offer a unique framing and explanation of the processes at
work within the field of children’s participation. It is worth distinguishing here between
‘individualisation’ and the terms ‘individualism’ and ‘individuation’. While all three take the
individual as central, the latter two tend to be used within psychological domains, and are
particularly popular among American scholars. The term, individualisation, however, is
sociological in orientation and receives the most attention from European scholars (Cote,
2000). As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2001: 202) argue, individualisation does not refer to an
atomistic view of increasing isolation, as in individualism, nor does it refer to the
predominantly psychological view of the developing autonomous person, as in
individuation. Rather, individualisation is viewed as “a concept which describes a structural,
sociological transformation of social institutions and the relationship of the individual to
society”.
According to Beck (1992), the term individualisation is used to denote a shift in the
relationship between individuals and society, with three dimensions: the ‘liberating
dimension’ (individuals detach from tradition and local and familial connections); the
‘disenchantment dimension’ (individuals lose sense of security in regards to religious faith,
norms and practical knowledge); and the ‘reintegration dimension’ (individuals re-embed a
new type of social commitment).
In the individualized society the individual must therefore learn, on pain of
permanent disadvantage, to conceive of himself or herself as the center of action, as
19

I interrogate the effects of the local and global at several points in my genealogy, however the notions are
particularly prevalent in my analysis of reiterations of change in Phase Two of this thesis (see, for example, p.
235).
69

the planning office with respect to his/her own biography, abilities, orientations,
relationships and so on (Beck, 1992: 135).
With increasing fragmentation and questioning of once-established institutions and
ideological orientations, there is a new sense of uncertainty and risk (Beck, 1992). In
response, and as a subsequent cause, techniques of ‘reflexivity’ are installed into
institutional practice. Thus, individual biographies become self-reflexive and continually selfproduced. While this may point toward a liberation of the individual subject, it also shifts
responsibility away from the institution so that the individual bears the full brunt of the
consequences. The main issue with this is that by attributing responsibility to the individual,
the role and influence of larger social structures can be hidden or ignored. As Beck (1992:
130-1) states:
The apparent outside of the institution becomes the inside of the individual
biography . . . The liberated individual becomes dependent on the labour market and
because of that, dependent on education, consumption, welfare state regulations
and support, traffic planning, consumer supplies, and on possibilities and fashions in
medical, psychological and pedagogical counselling and care . . . Individualization
becomes the most advanced form of societalization dependent on market, law,
education and so on.
The key argument put forward here is that although the way we live today may seem more
autonomous, with increased ability to make ‘independent choices’, processes of
individualisation lead to new and often closer forms of governance (Foucault, 1982). For
children in particular, these processes of individualisation are strongly tied to a range of
institutions, from medical and psychological to pedagogical and legal. The result is a
fundamental re-working of how children are constituted and valued based on their
institutional affiliation, so that as Scheper-Hughes (1989: 12) suggests, “[t]he instrumental
value of children has been largely replaced by their expressive value. Children have become
relatively worthless (economically) to their parents, but priceless in terms of their
psychological worth”.
Further, according to Kelly (2001: 23), and drawing on Giddens’ (1991) notion of ‘reflexive
biographical projects’, the individualisation of contemporary society is reflected in
discourses related to young people, which “visit new forms of responsibility on young
people and their families to prudently manage individual ‘reflexive biographical projects’ ...
in increasingly uncertain settings”. Children, particularly in developed nations, are
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encouraged to be the authors of their own lives (Beck, 1997 cited in Jans, 2004), and are
increasingly recognised as social actors with their own interests and rights (Wyness, 1996).
Recent processes of individualisation, as channelled through various discourses, have played
a fundamental role in the rise of participation and the importance of ‘voice’ of multiple
actors. As Beresford (2001: 267) states, “there has never been so much political and policy
interest expressed in participation, across so many fields”. The mounting interest in
children’s participation reflects this increasing emphasis on the individual’s self-direction
more broadly, regardless of age or standing. Consequently, this is highly relevant to a study
of children’s participation and the related discourses of childhood, children’s rights and
citizenship, in which recognising children’s capacities to make decisions is, for the most part,
considered paramount.
Democratisation
Around the world, concepts and constructions of democracy are under renewed
contestation. In Iraq, Fallujah is bombed in the name of making the country ready for
democracy; in Indonesia, Ukraine and the United States, voters and observers are
gripped in debates and protests about electoral democracy; in Cancun and other
global forums, streets are occupied by those demanding more democracy in global
processes; in small villages and neighbourhoods, grassroots groups are claiming their
places in local democratic spaces. Democracy is at once the language of military
power, new-liberal market forces, political parties, social movements, and NGOs
(Gaventa, 2006b: 7).
Alongside globalisation and individualisation, democratisation is another key development
of ‘new times’. In its most basic sense, democratisation refers to the transition to a more
democratic political regime, where, for example, a country operating under an authoritarian
political system may shift to a full democracy. However, as Gaventa alludes to above,
democratisation represents more than a single fixed system. If viewed as an ideology
related to concepts of social equality and individual freedom, it is a practice that influences,
and is influenced by, not just politics, but a range of economic, cultural and social factors in
a given society.
Given the involvement of particular economic, cultural and social factors in its production
and implementation, it is perhaps not surprising that attempting to globalise democratic
processes is difficult and potentially problematic. In reviewing the literature on democracy,
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Gaventa (2004: xi) argues we are confronted with a paradox in terms of democratisation,
whereby despite the acknowledged spread of democratic processes and institutions, “the
quality of democracy is in crisis, faced by a series of democratic deficits which are calling its
vitality and very meaning into question”.
This ‘crisis’ is particularly relevant to more established democracies in the North, where
Gaventa (2004) notes there is now a significant amount of literature concerned with a
perceived ‘diminishing democracy’ as a result of declining political participation and ‘voter
apathy’. This is what Gaventa (2004) cites as the reason for a push toward reform in
understandings and practices of citizenship. He identifies three competing approaches to
reform, all of which constitute the citizen differently. In the first approach, a neoliberal
market approach, citizens are often reduced to consumers, participating through market
choices but with very little ‘real’ power over state policies. In the second, a liberal
representative approach, citizens are positioned as passive, participating through elections
and enjoying individual rights and freedoms related to property, expression and political
association. Finally, in a deepening democracy approach citizens are constituted as active,
participating on increasingly deeper levels over decisions that affect their lives through a
variety of forms and spaces. Gaventa (2004: xiii) offers the following reflection on the latter
and ‘newer’ of these approaches:
In this view, then, the way to deal with the crisis of democracy, or democratic deficit,
is to extend democracy itself – that is, to go beyond traditional understandings of
representative democracy, through creating and supporting more participatory
mechanisms of citizen engagement, which in turn are built upon, and support, more
robust views of the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. A consequence of this
view is the creation of many new democratic spaces or opportunities for
participation – some based on the extension of rights to participate, others based on
invitations for consultation.
Yet, even with these perceived issues within democratic practices, the underlying notion of
democracy remains powerful. According to Zanotti (2006), since the emergence of
democratic peace theories in the 1990s, normality has become aligned with democracy,
with any system or society of non-democratic rule positioned as ‘abnormal’. In this way,
“Threats to democracy are perceived as threats to international peace; democratization is a
means of creating a more secure and just world” (Zanotti, 2006: 151). Through
democratisation, international organisations work to “tame unpredictability, cast light onto
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obscure borderlands and promote the transformation of abnormal states into responsible,
peace-loving, predictable, ‘transparent’ administrations and productive members of the
‘international community’” (Zanotti, 2006: 152).
Democratisation and the debates surrounding its various forms provide valuable insight into
the interplay of childhood, citizenships and rights discourses which operate to produce the
field of children’s participation. This is because at the heart of any interpretation of
democracy comes particular understandings of citizenship and the rights and duties of both
children and adults as citizens. Such a connection between the field of children’s
participation and democracy has already been noted within the literature. For example,
Theis (2010: 352) states, “[w]e have learned from experiences with children’s participation
how important the broader context of democracy and the strength of civil society are for
enabling children to have their say in public matters that concern them”. Similarly, Cockburn
(2010: 314) argues that “the opening up of deliberative mechanisms to children needs to be
understood in the context of changes in citizenship ideas”. With this comes a shift from
expecting children to fit within existing structures, to a rethink about the spaces and ways in
which democratic structures may become ‘less formal’. Cockburn (2010), reflecting a
growing argument from within the most recent literature on children’s participation, argues
that rather than waiting for children to come to democracy, democracy should go to
children in their ‘everyday settings’. However, the conception of children’s everyday settings
is contentious and subject to critique. For example, Ruddick (2007a: 515) argues the way in
which children are commonly treated is often confined to discussions of socially necessary
work, rather than incorporated into a “re-imagining of the boundaries of the subject”. In so
doing, the outcome of such practices ends up being the exact opposite of the original aim:
Although recent work that figures the child as social actor can be seen as a move
towards theorising the child as a liberal subject, its treatment is often selective:
children are ‘heard’ most clearly in accepted roles – consulted in designing their own
leisure spaces, parks and playgrounds, spaces where their voice is not complicated
by its relationship to ‘others’. The result, perhaps unwittingly is to re-enshrine a
liberal concept of the individual, antagonistically constituted subject (Ruddick,
2007a: 515).
This concern with the tendency of children’s participation to predetermine roles and spaces
for children is recognised by others within the field. For example, in their recently published
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textbook on participatory methods with children, Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher directly quote
one practitioner as saying, “[t]his may seem very basic, but don’t assume that children are
only interested in issues that directly affect them – for example, disabled children don’t only
want to be involved in research about disability issues” (Pam Hibbert, Principal Policy
Officer, Barnardo’s, cited in Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher, 2009: 164). And so while on one
level democratic ideas as they appear through various discourses of childhood, citizenship
and rights may operate to support and legitimise children’s participation, they can also have
the simultaneous effect of limiting what is possible for the individual subject as well as what
counts as participation. Consequently, recognising and interrogating how processes of
democratisation engage with notions of diversity, inclusion and difference within the field of
children’s participation is highly relevant to a study of this kind, and a question that will be
further explored in the chapters to follow.
Conclusion
In the above sections I have described and explored the metaphor of ‘new times’,
particularly the associated notions of globalisation, individualisation and democratisation. In
so doing, my aim has been to show the connections between these wider global processes
and changes, and the emergence and development of children’s participation as a field. As
part of this analysis I have alluded to a range of discourses through which these large scale
processes have been ‘smuggled in’ (Ruddick, 2003) to more localised participatory practices.
Given the fundamental function of these discourses, and to build on this initial analysis, I will
now turn my attention more specifically to three of the discourses that have proven
particularly effective in ‘smuggling’ these ideas into the field, namely: discourses of
childhood, discourses of children’s rights and discourses of children’s citizenship.

2.1.3 Positioning children’s participation in key discourses
Introduction
As socially constructed ideas that are propagated by various institutions, not all discourses
are created equal, and may be understood as hierarchical and closely linked to notions of
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power. In other words, discourses have the ability to promote and regulate particular
relations of power/knowledge that produce individual subjects. This means that underlying
children’s participation is a range of discourses, which together operate to regulate
particular relations of power/knowledge within the field, producing children as subjects. Far
from harmonious and fixed however, these discourses of participation can support quite
contradictory ‘truths’ about children and the reasons for their participation. A helpful
description of the nature of the relationship between these discourses is provided by
Cornwall and Coelho (2007: 14), who argue, “[d]iscourses of participation are, after all, not a
singular, coherent, set of ideas or prescriptions, but configurations of strategies and
practices that are played out on constantly shifting ground”. While Cornwall and Coelho are
referring to the field of citizen participation in development more broadly, their argument is
equally true for the discourses operating within the field of children’s participation. While
never entirely stable or aligned with each other, what these discourses do have in common
is an often implicit understanding of power. As Hill (et al, 2004: 89) argues:
Almost all discourse about “young people’s participation” refers back at least
implicitly to notions of power; less often, however, does that involve explicit
identification, clarification and deconstruction of what is meant by power and how
power operates.
To better understand how contemporary discourses have come into being and from where
they derive their power to define children’s participation, an examination of the broader
context in which these discourses have emerged is necessary. As mentioned previously in
this thesis, Pinkney (2005) identifies four discourses relevant to her analysis of children’s
participation in the field of social work: protectionism, developmentalism, rights and
managerialism. My initial intention was to use these as a frame for this genealogical
analysis, and potentially extend upon these to include several more discourses where
relevant. However, as my reading and analysis of the literature and interview transcripts
evolved, the discourses which emerged as most prevalent were: discourses related to
childhood, discourses related to children’s rights and discourses related to children’s
citizenship. The following sections have been structured according to these groupings, with
an exploration of how different discourses have emerged, how they overlap or conflict with
other discourses, and how they produce particular understandings of power and the
subject.
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The discourses of childhood
At any given moment in time and space, a range of different ideas about childhood will be
present. As Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers (1992: 65) note, “different accounts of
childhood are likely to co-exist wherever a society has the time to recount them”. These
different accounts of childhood involve a particular language and range of practices primarily
concerned with questioning, understanding, and in some cases attempting to ‘improve’, the
child, children and childhood. The emergence of many of these accounts can be traced back
to broader disciplinary and institutional developments in the human sciences.
As a starting point for tracing these contextual developments, some historians and
researchers (e.g., Millei, 2007) consider the late-nineteenth-century particularly significant.
This is primarily due to the dramatic developments of the industrial revolution over this
period which ‘empirically verify’ tangible correlations between macro-structural changes
and changes in childhood. As the twentieth century progressed this story continued, with
the rise of a number of professions specifically concerned with the care of children. Over
time these professions were organised into particular fields, including developmental
psychology, child psychiatry, paediatrics and pedagogics.
For example, drawing on her genealogical research of the emergence of the child subject,
Millei (2007: 24) argues that the emergence of the human sciences in the late nineteenth
century (such as psychology) produced “systems of classification that defined who could be a
subject of these sciences”. In addition, Millei (2007: 24) argues the human sciences produced
particular discourses in order to describe and govern subjects, whereby, for example, the
notion of ‘the child’ was “inserted into the knowledge” and practices produced to deal with
this subject.
In more recent times, particularly toward the end of the twentieth century, these disciplines
of the social sciences, education and cultural studies have become increasingly
‘interdisciplinary’. For example, as a newly emerging discursive formation involved in this
attempt at understanding childhood, ‘childhood studies’ represents a field of powerful ideas
and effects, notably reflected in the rising number of academic programs specialising in
childhood. As Kehily (2004: 1) states:
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Recent developments in education and the social sciences have seen the growth of
childhood studies as an academic field of enquiry. Over the last decade or so
childhood studies has become a recognised area of research and analysis . . . A
growing body of literature points to the importance of childhood as a conceptual
category and as a social position for the study of a previously overlooked or
marginalized group – children.
As with many popular discourses of recent times, this excerpt reflects the role played by
academia in the production of contemporary ideas about childhood, engaging with the
child, children and childhood both theoretically and empirically and across a broad range of
local, national and international contexts. Childhood studies, as an emerging field with its
own ‘wiki page’20 for good measure, is interdisciplinary in nature, traversing such areas as
education, psychology, sociology, anthropology, law, political science, history, geography,
philosophy, literature, economics, medicine, religion and cultural studies. Such a coming
together of disciplines has been likened to the evolutions of women’s studies and race
studies, in that each has been seen to begin with the purpose of bringing together different
disciplinary perspectives that had been fragmented and consequently underrepresented.
However, while the merging of such a broad range of disciplines and discourses might seem
to allow for a broadening of thinking and plurality, such a merger is also a key source of
conflict and ambiguity where particular disciplines fight for legitimacy. In disciplines such as
sociology and cultural studies, for example, the focus tends to be on the very concept of
childhood, whereas for disciplines such as psychology and education, the focus is more
specifically on the child or children (Kehily, 2004).
Reflecting a range of ideas about who children are and how they should live, discourses of
childhood are deeply embedded in the field of children’s participation. Indeed, there is a
push for protagonists within the field to consciously grapple with childhood’s construction,
deconstruction and reconstruction accordingly (see, for example, James and Prout, 1997). In
noting the contribution of different perspectives in constructing and reconstructing
childhood, I will now explore some of those ideas that have come to dominate and contest
contemporary understandings of childhood, namely those associated with the disciplines of
psychology, social constructivism and sociology.

20

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Childhood_studies
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From ‘becomings’ to ‘beings’ to ‘becomings and beings’: the rise of discourses of childhood in
the psychological, sociocultural and sociological disciplines
Through his highly influential psychological theories, Piaget (1967) is considered by many
within the social sciences to have dominated much of the thinking around children in the
twentieth century, particularly Western legislative and educational initiatives regarding
children’s competence (Hendrick, 1990). Broadly speaking, Piaget (1967) sought to construct
a universal, ordered and staged scientific approach to understandings of children,
developing four sequential stages of cognitive development. His empirical research came
from a biological perspective of children’s learning, based on the assumption of naturalness
and the universality of childhood (Taylor, 2007).
However, since the 1970s Piaget’s studies on children have received a significant amount of
critical attention (see, for example, Donaldson, 1978; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Light, 1986;
Morss, 1991). Much of this criticism relates to the fact that Piaget conducted his research
into children’s capacities and understandings in artificial contexts and therefore failed to
recognise “the part played by contextual sensitivity in the acquisition of understanding”
(Light, 1986: 183). In other words, as Bronfenbrenner (1979: 19) observes, Piaget’s
laboratory experiments involving children represented “the strange behaviour of children in
strange situations with strange adults for the briefest possible periods of time”.
Perhaps the most fundamental criticism of developmental psychology relates to the
assumption, legitimated by biological sources, that children’s development equals progress,
that individuals get “better and better as time passes” (Morss, 1990: 173). Within this
developmental paradigm children are in a state of “not yet being” (Verhellen, 2000); a
“human becoming” rather than a “human being” (Qvortrup, 1994: 4). It is not surprising then
that within developmental psychology, ‘inclusive play’ is often seen as the only appropriate
manifestation of children’s participation (Casey, 2005).
While not entirely disconnected from development psychology, sociocultural theories offer a
different perspective on children that has become increasingly popular within discussions of
childhood in ‘new times’. Derived from the work of theorists such as Vygotsky (1978), a
sociocultural perspective sees child development as highly dependent on the social context,
developing through children’s participation in shared activities and social interactions. In
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contrast to psychological perspectives, where emphasis is often based on biologically-based
developmental phases (e.g., Piaget, 1967), sociocultural theory features a greater awareness
of the role of contextual factors and relations of power in children’s lives. Rather than a
primary focus on the acquisition of logic and particular skills, Vygotsky’s ideas broadened the
notion of children’s development to include the development of “initiative, responsibility
and independence in the other” (Taylor et al, 2007: 67).
However, while the differences between psychological and sociocultural theories are
significant, there remain problematic assumptions underlying both. For example, both Piaget
and Vygotsky view development as unidirectional, possessing a predetermined and
predictable goal (scientific logic for Piaget and Westernised high culture for Vygotsky).
Matusov and Hayes (2000) describe their ideas as universalist, decontextualised,
ethnocentric and adultocentric. As subjects ‘inserted’ into these ideas, children are
positioned in a state of ‘becoming’.
While the ideas produced by Piaget, Vygostky and their followers still shape many
institutional practices, in the last several decades a number of alternative theories of
childhood have received increasing attention, particularly from the sociological disciplines
(Ambert, 1986; Corsaro, 2005). Considered to be a major influence behind the increased
interest in children’s participation (Vandenbroeck and Bouverne-De Bie, 2006), the ‘new
sociology of childhood’21 is said to represent an ‘emerging paradigmatic shift’ in how
children are viewed within society, moving from the developmental discourse constituted in
the work of psychologists such as Piaget, to a sociological discourse of childhood (e.g.
Sinclair, 2004; Jenks, 1998; James and Prout, 1997). In challenging psychological conceptions
of children, the new sociology of childhood argues for the need to recognise children’s
complex roles in actively constructing their lives and the lives of others. Such a ‘new’
perspective supports the importance of research ‘with’ and ‘by’ children, not simply ‘on’ or
‘about’ children, which had come to dominate psychological and sociocultural approaches
to understanding children.

21

While ‘the new sociology of childhood’ has been used for the purposes of this report, the field is also
commonly referred to within the literature as ‘the new social science of childhood’ and ‘the sociology of
childhood’.
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According to James and Prout (1997), the new sociology of childhood rests on six central
tenets. Firstly, childhood is socially constructed; secondly, childhood is not universal, but
intrinsically socially variable; thirdly, children are human beings, not simply human
‘becomings’; fourthly, children are competent social actors capable of contributing to
society; fifthly, researchers involving children should foster a genuine dialogue with child
participants and ensure they are given a strong vocal presence in the resulting data; and
finally, researchers must be reflexive about their research practices and recognise how it
also contributes to constructing a particular image of childhood. While the above may
represent the foundations of a contemporary sociological view of childhood, as Gallagher
(2004: 32) states,
Most often, [James and Prout’s] six tenets are reduced to two: that childhood is
socially constructed, and that children are active social agents. These assumptions
are ubiquitous, almost in danger of becoming a mantra to be repeated ad nauseam
in the introduction to every journal article, book chapter and text within the
literature.
The self-professed ‘interdisciplinary nature’ of the new sociology of childhood highlights the
limitations of drawing on a single discipline such as developmental psychology for
understanding the complex nature of childhood. Yet, this ‘interdisciplinarity’ is far from allencompassing. As Prout (2005) argues, there is still much research to be conducted that is
beyond the scope of the current disciplines of the natural sciences, sociology, history and
anthropology. “My discussion [of childhood] is far too neglectful of most of the humanities,
even though I am sure that, to name but just a few, aesthetics, art history, literary criticism
and media studies, all have something very valuable to contribute” (Prout, 2005: 145). Such
words reflect wider debates around some of the fundamental concepts presented by the
new sociology of childhood, which strengthened at the end of the 1990s (Wyness, 1996; de
Winter, 1997; Eckert, 2001; Morss, 2002). For example, moving beyond the new sociology of
childhood, Morss (2002) identifies alternative constructions of childhood, with a renewed
interest in the potential contribution of developmental psychology. Morss argues that for a
much broader, inclusive theorisation of childhood, there is a need to revisit the critical
psychology of the past quarter century. In this vein there is also a push to revisit the concept
of children as ‘human becomings’ (Qvortrup, 1994), as suggested by Woodhead and
Faulkner (2008: 35):
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[W]e would caution that displacing an image of the developing child as subject or
object with an image of the child as social actor, and active participant, must not
result in the neglect of differences between younger and older human beings, in all
their diverse expression. We must not throw out the baby with the developmental
bathwater. Children are ‘becomings’ at the same time as they are ‘beings’,
something which children themselves are very aware. Looking beyond the
dichotomy is more productive than perpetuating it.
Strandell (2005: 2) is similarly wary of redefining children as beings, arguing that by doing so
“the theoretical understanding has been turned the other way round, resulting in a mirror
picture of the developmental paradigm”. Further, the argument that children also perceive
themselves as ‘becoming’ is supported by Emond (2009), whose ethnographic research in
Cambodia explored the way orphan children constituted their own subjecthood. According
to Emond, their views could be categorised in terms of three main discourses: the child as
powerless; the child as ‘lucky’; and the child as becoming. In reflecting upon this latter
discourse, Emond (2009: 410) states:
Interestingly, in this study, one of the most frequently recurring themes was the
children’s own sense of their future lives rather than, or even at the expense of, their
present experiences. For many, childhood was primarily regarded as a state of
‘becoming’, a time to prepare for the future. In addition, children argued that it was
their very status as orphans which allowed for this process to take place.
Similarly, Alanen and Mayall (2001) argue that, as subjects, the child and the adult are
interlinked and constituted differently within different contexts. As such, adults are also
positioned as ‘becomings’ alongside children; in a state of continuous development rather
than fully formed individuals. In linking the new sociology of childhood to broader notions of
liberalism, Gallagher (2004: 209), drawing on Lee (2001), states:
[L]iberalism fails to capture the nature of the subject as always in the process of
being made and remade. It is a doctrine of stable human being, whereas Foucault’s
vision is one of humans as always transforming, growing, becoming.
In this excerpt Gallagher highlights the underlying flaw of positioning children as social
agents or fixed beings. In emphasising the sovereignty of children, Hart (2004: 244) argues
the new sociology of childhood merely “extends to them the seductive fantasies of liberal
humanism of which, as adults, many of us regularly fall foul”.
Contributing to this critical debate, Uprichard (2008) argues that the notions of being and
becoming, particularly when seen in isolation are problematic. Drawing on the conceptions
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of time presented by Prigogine (1980), in which both concepts are positioned as interactive
and complementary, Uprichard suggests children are always and necessarily ‘being and
becoming’. However, in calling for a more holistic conception of children as both being and
becoming, Uprichard (2008: 311) maintains a notion of agency which constitutes the child as
a ‘social actor’, “constructing his or her everyday life and the world around them, both in
the present and the future”. In this sense, Uprichard’s notion remains within a framework
that Gallagher views as problematic.
Based solely on this brief overview of some of the discourses of childhood that have
emerged in recent times, one might conclude that much of what dominates our thinking
about childhood is produced and disseminated by the academy alone. However, far from
representing the only knowledge, the effect of the academy’s legitimacy and domination is
that other discourses about childhood may be delegitimized or suppressed. A prime
example of this is the knowledge produced and disseminated by individuals based on their
own experiences of being a child or of their own children, rather than from insights acquired
in the ‘professional’ or ‘clinical’ context. These personal accounts of childhood also play a
significant role in shaping how children are understood today, especially within the field of
children’s participation. In many respects, this knowledge may be even more powerful than
that disseminated by the academy due to its seemingly subjective and therefore ‘truthful’
and unquestionable nature, as the next section will examine.
Autobiographical experiences of childhood: discourses beyond the academy
Alongside, and related to, the predominantly academic-based childhood discourses within
the human sciences, there exist powerful ideas about childhood based on autobiographical
experiences. Given ‘we were all children once’, drawing on these past experiences to shape
how we understand children today is perhaps not all that surprising. In many respects, due
to their personal nature, these accounts from childhood receive even less scrutiny than
those within the academy. Surveying both the literature on children’s participation and the
informant interviews, references to personal childhood experiences were particularly
prevalent. However, as the next section will show, drawing on personal childhood
experiences as a device for influencing how people think and act is potentially quite
problematic. Fundamental to the problems associated with these accounts is their being at
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once both experienced and represented. As Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers (1992: 19)
point out:
One of the deep paradoxes of finding out about childhood lives is our having been
children (and therefore having ‘known’ childhood at firsthand), and yet having no
direct – only represented – access to that experience. Stories are all that we can ever
have . . . These autobiographical stories have been produced in ways which define
and construct for us what it is that is significant about childhood.
The use of autobiographical experiences from childhood has a history that these authors
argue dates back to the late nineteenth century and the development of Freudian
psychodynamic talking therapy. It was during this period that uncovering childhood
experiences became a ‘professional craft’—a craft that began to be drawn on within a
variety of institutional and disciplinary contexts. Within the field of environmental
psychology in particular, the value given to childhood experience has supported an
increasing number of studies in the past two decades which focus on the link between
strong experiences of the community and natural environment in childhood and the
likelihood of becoming environmental educators and activists later in life (Tanner, 1980;
Chawla, 1998, 1999, 2006; Horowitz, 1996; Finger, 1994; Ewert, Place and Sibthorp, 2005;
Bixler, Floyd and Hammitt, 2002; Chipeniuk, 1995; Kals, Schumacher and Montada, 1999;
Lohr and Pearson-Mims, 2005; Wells and Lekies, 2006).
Payne (1999) and Gurevitz (2000) critique this ‘significant life experience’ research reflected
specifically in the environmental psychology work, questioning the extent to which contact
with nature as a formative experience can provide enough of a foundation for future proenvironmental behaviour22. Van Beers and Trimmer (2006: 1) argue that adults simply
having an experience of being a child does not necessarily translate into an understanding of
children today, stating “considering the fact that we all have the experience of being
children, it is surprising how challenging most adults find it to listen to children and work
with them in a participatory way”. Further, Gurevitz (2000: 263) states,
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The capacity to identify experiences with nature as significant is likely not limited to those working in the
fields of environmental education and psychology. However, as much as the individual’s role in giving
significance to their experiences is worth acknowledging (and how individuals will invest certain memories
with greater significance with others), it stands to reason that the opportunity to experience nature is relevant
too.
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[W]e must also ask to what extent we really understand and know how to build on
the daily environmental experiences of children themselves. Or are we designing
programmes that teach children how to see and experience their environment with
adult eyes?
Furthermore, according to Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers (1992: 174), the broader
field of ‘academic’ psychology has maintained a fair amount of scepticism in relation to the
validity of autobiographical accounts, arguing that it is prone to self-serving biases,
suggestion and selective reporting. Hart (2009: 8-9), who on one hand talked about his own
childhood in his interview for this study to support his arguments about participation, also
warns that:
Using one’s own childhood memories as a reference for thinking about change has
some serious limitations. Not only are the dangers of nostalgia clear but there is also
an inevitable tendency to see one’s childhood as some kind of baseline rather than
as an arbitrary moment in time. Additionally, and not surprisingly, I find that I am
able to reflect much more fully on the social relations of boys than girls. I can only
say that I find this strategy useful as a first step, while knowing full well that the
result will only be a pencil sketch of a complex story.
The above discussions highlight the contested history of the meaning drawn from childhood
experiences. However, this is not intended to discredit that which the ‘storytellers’ draw on,
but rather to show how the meaning attributed to particular representations of childhood is
open to multiple, varying and contrasting interpretations.
Concurrent with the development of these discourses of childhood discussed above are
those discourses related to children’s rights (Taylor et al, 2007; Smith, 2002; Mayall, 2000;
Freeman, 1998). Like discourses of childhood, discourses of children’s rights represent a key
medium through which broader changes in ‘new times’ influence what is possible in the
field of children’s participation. However, unlike discourses of childhood, which are mainly
situated within the academy, discourses of children’s rights are predominantly drawn on
and produced by the United Nations, as well as an increasing number of governmental and
non-government organisations. Just as the discourses of childhood work in productive, but
equally conflicting and exclusionary ways, so too do these discourses of children’s rights, as
the next section will now explore.
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The discourses of children’s rights
As an idea, ‘children’s rights’ embodies a powerful moralistic and legalistic language. This
language is used to justify actions based upon a perception of ‘essential’ conditions that are
required by children to achieve optimal wellbeing. Given that the notion of rights were in the
past a “luxury of male rational agents” (Gadda, 2008: 6), the emergence of the children’s
rights movement, coupled with that of the woman’s movement in the mid-nineteenth
century, represented a key turning point in struggles against dominating and exclusionary
patriarchal systems, elevating the position of children within society.
Where once those concerned with children drew predominantly on the concept of children’s
‘needs’, the language of rights is seen to go one step further, moving beyond a general
statement about moral entitlements toward a contractual (if not legally binding) obligation
by those involved. As Alston (1987: 2) argues, “the characterization of a specific goal as a
human right elevates it above the rank and file of competing societal goals, gives it a degree
of immunity from challenge, and generally endows it with an aura of timelessness,
absoluteness, and universal validity”.
While the notion of children’s rights dates back many decades, it was not until the arrival of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1989 and almost universally ratified during the early 1990s, that the
production of an international normative standard of rights for children emerged. In
‘solidifying’ children’s rights, the UNCRC has had a significant impact on the extent to which
the discourse has been taken up in a wide variety of contexts.
While the twentieth century saw the emergence of numerous international and national
declarations and charters of children’s rights23, the UNCRC is considered particularly
significant in terms of the production and dissemination of discourses around children’s
rights. A major reason for this significance is that the UNCRC is considered to be exhaustive
in scope, going beyond ‘basic needs’ to cover over fifty separate rights attributed to children.
It is also the only UN document to contain civil, social, economic, political and cultural rights
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For examples, see Veerman (1992) who has collated 42 separate international and national declarations and
charters of children’s rights.

85

altogether. The UNCRC is considered so comprehensive that most other resources on the
topic of children’s rights have become relatively redundant. As Mesrati (2009: 60) states, “no
other document needs to be used when discussing child rights. The Convention can be relied
on as a sole and complete reference”.
As a “complete reference” the UNCRC attempts to encapsulate a range of rights that are
underlined by a range of discourses. Within the literature on the UNCRC, this has led to a
preoccupation with the development of definitions, fitting the notion of children’s rights into
various contexts through the further construction of various categories and sub-categories
of rights (see, for example, Verhellen, 2000). A popular conceptualisation is the subdivision
of the UNCRC into the ‘three Ps’ of provision, protection and participation (Wringe, 1995).
Similarly, in line with the traditional classification of human rights more broadly, the UNCRC
is also categorised according to ‘civil’ rights, ‘political’ rights, ‘economic’ rights, ‘social’ rights
or ‘cultural’ rights. The UNCRC has also been divided according to three main objectives of
self-determination, protection and specific rights that apply exclusively to children, such as
the right to play (Article 31). Finally, the UNCRC is also commonly discussed according to four
‘general principles’ of non-discrimination, best interests of the child, survival and
development, and participation.
The production, categorisation and encapsulation of such a range of ideas is generally
considered a strength of the UNCRC. However, isolating particular components of children’s
rights may also produce a range of conflicting and exclusionary effects. Based on research
conducted in Canada and Scotland, Mitchell (2005: 322) argues, “[f]or many policy-makers
and educators interviewed during this comparative study, the Convention has simply been
reduced to interpreting aspects of participation and inclusion while ignoring the
interdependency of all of its texts”. One of the major examples of the complex and
contradictory ways these various categories are interpreted can be seen in the relationship
between, and management of, participation, provision and protection rights.
Navigating competing discourses in the implementation of participation, provision and
protection rights
In regards to participation rights, the UNCRC draws predominantly on psychological and
sociocultural discourses which focus on the developing and productive capacities of children.
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This is particularly evident in Article 12, which stipulates ‘States Parties’24 should ensure that
the views of the child who is “capable of forming his or her own views” should be “given due
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (UN, 1989). However, the
children’s participation rights are far from universally accepted, initially proving to be the
most contentious of the three categories. As Reid (1994: 28) states:
The law on children’s rights has three parts: provision . . . protection . . . and
participation by children. Few governments have any philosophic problem with the
first two. It’s the third part that worries them.
Even with these initial worries, ‘the right to participate’ has become heavily referenced
within the literature around children’s rights and children’s participation. Open to the
introduction of any UNICEF report, academic journal article or book chapter on children’s
rights and participation and you will more than likely find reference to both the UNCRC and
the Articles associated with participation rights (Articles 12 and 13 in particular).
However, the way in which these participation rights operate in relation to rights of
protection and provision has proven problematic over the last two decades. For example,
Moses (2008) argues in her research on children’s participation in South Africa that if a child
is not provided with enough food and water (i.e. provisional rights), their ability to attend
school or participate in decision-making (i.e. participation rights) will be affected.
Furthermore, there remains a tension between budgeting for participation (potentially quite
costly) and addressing basic needs and the lack of essential services (Moses, 2008).
Conversely, drawing on case studies from developing countries, Boyden and Myers (1995)
argue that protection rights (namely Article 32 which recognises children’s right to
protection from exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or
to interfere with the child’s education) may disenfranchise children from participating in the
workforce on which their own and their family’s survival depends.
The problematic nature of competing discourses in the UNCRC has also been addressed by
Karolis (1990). In the booklet, The Convention on the Rights of the Child – The Making of a
Deception, Karolis argues that the ideas propagated by the UNCRC undermine the rights of
children to protection. They are achieving this, Karolis suggests, by recruiting the support of
24

‘States Parties’ refers to those countries that have ratified the UNCRC.
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caring and concerned community members to exploit vulnerable children who, now
assigned with their own protection and representation through participatory rights such as
Article 12, are expected to behave like ‘mini-adults’.
In attempting to move beyond the tensions and debates between protection and
participation rights, the concept of ‘the best interests of the child’, as identified in Article 21
of the UNCRC, has become an increasingly popular term. Yet Schaffer (1990: 6) argues it has
become one of “the most unhelpful and abused phrases resorted to in order to justify all
kinds of decision-making”. Although widely accepted during the drafting of the UNCRC, the
concept of ‘the best interests of the child’ has proven highly problematic and contextually
malleable (Flekkoy and Kaufman, 1997). However, according to Piper (2000), once the
concept became incorporated into the ‘legal knowledge’ of international legislation (namely
through its position as the ‘primary consideration’ within the UNCRC), any serious
questioning of its truth ceased. Similarly, Woodhead (1997) asserts ‘best interests’ is
fundamentally no different to a ‘needs’-based justification, as both are open to all kinds of
cultural, and potentially contradictory, interpretations.
In his book What’s Wrong with Children’s Rights, Guggenheim (2005) argues that it is
impossible, and moreover undesirable, to isolate children’s interests from those of their
parents. Guggenheim (2005: xii) argues that the best interests of the child standard is
inadequate, that the current presentation of children’s rights are in fact antagonistic to
those of parents. As he states, “[c]hildren are, to be sure, a precious part of our world, but
they are only a part”. In this respect, Guggenheim (2005: xiii) presents a view of children’s
rights as, on the one hand, fairly weak in substantive content, but on the other, effective for
“masking selfishness by invoking a language of altruism”.
While relatively extreme in some cases, these critiques from Karolis, Guggenheim and
others highlight the potential for contradiction when attempting to implement the different
rights stipulated by the UNCRC. In other words, the UNCRC suggests a power struggle
between the “minority of adults who seek to use law as a means of giving rights to liberate
children, and the majority who seek to use it as a mechanism for giving care and protection
to children, a mechanism that simultaneously also keeps them dependent upon adults and
thereby also defines the cultural politics of childhood” (James and James, 2004: 211-12).
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Recognising this potential contradiction is crucial if the discourse of children’s rights is to be
effective in improving the lives of all children, avoiding giving “the already vulnerable,
disadvantaged, and often abused, an even more onerous responsibility and burden to carry”
(Britton, 2002: 4).
Underlying the majority of these power struggles evident in the interpretations of, and
responses to the UNCRC are particular conceptions of childhood. Consequently I will now
turn my attention to recognising and analysing the problematic nature of subjectifying
children through these discourses of children’s rights, and the unstable and ambiguous
conception of childhood that necessarily emerges.
The child subject in discourses of children’s rights
As noted at the beginning of phase one of this thesis, ‘Western’ conceptions of the child and
childhood have come to dominate much of the thinking about children worldwide, trickling
into policy, provision and assessment on local and global scales. In accordance with these
developments, the UNCRC is “implicitly based on a particular view of children – a restricted
view of what they are like and what should be done” about and for them (John, 2003: 267).
Far from operating outside of the discourses of childhood analysed in the previous section,
the discourses of children’s rights which are produced and disseminated through the UNCRC
are highly influenced by those of childhood (and vice versa). As Mitchell (2005: 32) argues,
“[w]ithin the child rights discourse to date, childhood theories within developmental
psychology and the sociology of childhood have provided the dominant disciplinary lenses,
and such views are visible within the legal discourse as well”. Woodhead (2003), for
example, notes how many of the Articles in the UNCRC draw on psychological discourses of
childhood, where there is an emphasis on promoting children’s ‘development’ (e.g., Article
6 and 32) and listening to children according to ‘age’ and ‘maturity’ (Article 12). In critiquing
the protective view of childhood presented by psychoanalytical theories, Pupavac (1998)
argues it ‘infantilises’ children living in the majority world. In recognising the limitations of
psychological discourses for understanding children’s rights, Burman (2001) argues for the
need to explore ideas from outside western psychology. A major alternative to this
psychological discourse has been the sociology of childhood. While literature explicitly
connecting the two (see, for example, Freeman, 1998) is fairly limited, there are numerous
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Articles in the UNCRC which correlate with the new sociology view that children are not
“just passive subjects of social structural determinations” (James and Prout, 1997: 8). For
example, there are Articles within the UNCRC which emphasise the right and capacity of
children to enjoy particular ‘freedoms’, such as expression (Article 13), thought, conscience
and religion (Article 14), and freedom of association and peaceful assembly (Article 15)25.
Yet, in attempting to ‘liberate’ children through such rights, they present a dilemma. Such
Articles are far from neutral. In predetermining fixed rights children should possess, they
also produce a predetermined and fixed conception of the child. Underlying the
perspectives of psychology and the new sociology of childhood is a humanistic or liberal
notion of the subject, whereby every child is seen to ‘possess’ rights which are ‘universal’.
This seemingly liberatory process binds and confines children to a predetermined identity,
one dependent upon adults. As Ruddick (2007a: 514) argues, “the child is a limit condition
to the liberal subject: it is, de jure, an impossible subject since, by liberal definition, the child
cannot speak for him or herself without adult authorization”. Because so-called universal
rights are imagined in relation to a particular cultural identity, they fail to reflect the variety
of heterogeneous subjects and their changing contexts and relationships.
While attributing particular characteristics to child subjects can have many productive and
beneficial outcomes, it is also potentially quite limiting and open to use by a range of
political agendas. For example, in describing the impossibility of ascertaining the ‘truth’ in
regards to knowledge about children, Ruddick (2007a: 514) argues that some children’s
rights advocates are using the ‘ventriloquist’ quality of the child subject in order to
“undercut the rights of children themselves and a whole range of ‘unruly subjects’, and to
re-establish neo-conservative, patriarchal and neo-liberal boundaries of the subject”. This
language of rights and freedoms presents a trap, whereby liberation is only possible when
power over oneself is relinquished. As Newman (2001: 85) argues:
While humanism is couched in terms of rights and freedoms, these are granted to
man – who is an abstraction – not to the individual. Therefore, Stirner and Foucault
see humanism as a discourse that frees man while enslaving the individual.

25

See Freeman (1998: 435-437) for a more detailed outline of the links between the new sociology of
childhood and children’s rights.
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Through these humanistic discourses of a liberal subject, children’s rights are becoming
increasingly synonymous with children’s identities. This increasing synonymity is evident in
the way in which children’s rights have evolved, from a dominant understanding of children
as the property of parents, to the adoption of the welfare-based approach where parents
had responsibilities towards their children, to more recently, a view that children have their
own individual rights, as stipulated in the UNCRC. This evolution is described by Freeman
(1998: 435), as follows:
The children’s rights movement has undergone transformations from child-saving
(protecting children) to propagating the personhood, integrity and autonomy of
children (protecting their rights). The ‘kiddie-libbing’ movement of the 1970s . . . has
been transcended by, what is now, a dominant model centring on participation in
decision-making.
However, the notion of children as individual entities that ‘possess’ rights is problematic, as
is the notion that this is something with universal appeal and applicability. In assuming a
certain level of universal applicability, UNCRC fails to recognise that the meaning and
experience of childhood can be substantially different due to the unique political, social,
cultural and economic contexts in any given country. And while there is little doubt that the
interpretation of children’s rights will inevitably be affected by these contexts (the UNCRC
explicitly acknowledges this), it has been extensively argued that discourses favouring
Western ways of operating remain dominant. One of the major concerns behind these
arguments is that the UNCRC promotes an ‘individualistic’ approach to rights, rather than a
‘collectivist’ model which is seen to align with many countries in the majority world. This
concern was one Mesrati (2009) identified in his doctoral research on interpretations of the
UNCRC in Libya. However, while Mesrati (2009: 56) acknowledges that “the attitudes of the
Committee [involved in the construction and assessment of the UNCRC] are, as in any
collective institution (or any grouping or society), influenced by the predominant cultural
paradigm – in this instance western individualism”, he also argues a culture is never strictly
collectivist or individualistic, but a mixture of both. Furthermore, Mesrati (2009: 57) argues
that the UNCRC is far from immune to criticism or inflexible to change, particularly evident
in “the addition of protocols as nations acknowledge a growing understanding of the
implications of the principles being applied, and also in response to challenges that face
them over time”.
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However, the ultimate authority on the UNCRC, as Mesrati (2009) acknowledges, remains
the committee appointed by the UN. Although these tensions and debates suggest
children’s rights is far from stable, objective and resolved, surveying the interviews, the
UNCRC remains a significant reference point for the majority of informants. With the
exception of Horelli and Kyttä from Finland, all informants made explicit reference to
children’s rights. However, the way in which the informants interpreted the children’s rights
discourse and the role it was seen to play in their work varied significantly both between
and within the interview texts. These varying interpretations will be more specifically
explored in phase two of this thesis.
The discourses of children’s citizenship
Following on from the above analysis of discourses related to childhood and children’s
rights, I will now interrogate discourses of children’s citizenship which also inform the field
of children’s participation. In line with the structure of the former analyses, I will identify
some of the dominant discourses of children’s citizenship which emerged in new times, as
well as the relations of power that have enabled these discourses to legitimate particular
ideas and practices, particularly in terms of how children have been constructed as subjects.
While children have been connected with citizenship for many centuries 26, in the past few
decades there has been a substantial increase of interest in the notion of children’s
citizenship. This interest comes at a time when some believe adult citizenship, particularly in
terms of civil and political participation, is eroding (Turner, 2001). In relation to Finland, for
example, Sotkasiira and colleagues (2010: 175) observe:
At the turn of the new millennium new forms of activism (Anti-Capitalist and Global
Justice Movement) rose, and decreasing electoral turnout led to discussions on the
declining political participation of all citizens, young people included. This resulted in
the first policy programme of the government to support citizen participation.
The notion of citizenship is considered by many activists to be a popular tool for the
oppressed by widening traditionally exclusive political spaces. For example, Dagnino (2005:
26

See, for example, Plato’s Laws (73) in which he states, “what we have in mind is education from childhood in
virtue, a training which produces a keen desire to become a perfect citizen who knows how to rule and be ruled
as justice demands. I suppose we should want to mark off this sort of training from others and reserve the title
‘education’ for it alone.”
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150) suggests that “citizenship became a prominent notion in the two last decades because
it was recognized as a crucial weapon, not only in the struggle against social and economic
exclusion and inequality but – most importantly in the widening of dominant conceptions of
politics itself”.
Within the field of children’s participation, the discursive ‘weapon’ that is citizenship is
increasingly employed to give strength to particular ideas and practices. In surveying my
interviews with key informants and the children’s participation literature, paying special
attention to how citizenship was spoken and written about respectively, I found two major
citizenship discourses as particularly dominant. The first discourse draws predominantly on
developmental discourses of childhood and sees children as future citizens, or citizens in
training. Participation in this instance is primarily valued for its role in establishing the
groundwork for children’s future involvement as constructive citizens in society. The second
dominant discourse of citizenship within children’s participation draws on rights-based and
sociological discourses and sees children as active citizens, who are and should be directly
involved in decisions shaping their lives. This second understanding of citizenship is in many
ways a response to the first developmentally-based discourse, which has been criticised by
researchers particularly in the last ten years for its privileging of tokenistic and formal
participatory processes (Wyse, 2001; Veitch, 2007). Simply ‘listening’ to children is no longer
seen as enough because it fails to fully take into account children’s rights as citizens27.
This latter dominant discourse or children’s citizenship with its emphasis on a more active
citizenry reflects broader shifts in citizenship reform concerned with a ‘deepening
democracy approach’ (Gaventa, 2004) where citizens are encouraged to be actively involved
in decisions affecting their lives on increasingly deeper levels28. Suggesting the opposite of
passivity and indifference, the notion of ‘active citizenship’ is highly appealing in new times,
especially in many Western countries where there are increasing concerns regarding voter
apathy and welfare dependency29. According to Fitzgerald and colleagues (2010), and
27

The effects of these discourses of citizenship, particularly the latter more dominant notion, will be taken up
in more detail in Phase Two of this genealogy. See, for example, the analysis of reiterations of agency (p. 156
onwards).
28
For a more detailed description of this approach to citizenship see phase one of this thesis under the section
Positioning the field of children’s participation in ‘new times’.
29

See, for example, Cockburn’s 2010 book chapter on children’s citizenship in England.
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drawing on the earlier work of Taylor (1995), it was the social movements of the 1960s and
1970s that first saw approaches to participation based on a framework of political
citizenship. However, according to Gaventa and Valderrama (1999), a ‘significant’
connection between the agendas of participation and governance did not occur until the
early 1990s. Up until that point, participation was primarily related to community and
political participation, with the former generally limited to development projects and the
latter concerned with conventional and indirect forms of representation, such as elections.
Merging participation with citizenship was seen as a way to persuade government to make
its services more accessible and responsive to the disadvantaged within the community.
This is particularly evident in the increasing international pressure to decentralise
governance toward more locally based initiatives. Otherwise known as ‘citizenship
participation’, such an approach requires that citizens have direct influence and are able to
exercise control in governance.
The merging of citizenship and participation resulted in significant changes in the
conceptualisation of both. In terms of citizenship, a much broader definition emerged which
included not only social and economic rights, but participation as a basic human right.
Similarly, the concept of participation was also redefined, moving from a concern with
‘beneficiaries’ and ‘the excluded’ to a concern with “broad forms of engagement by citizens
in policy formulation and decision making in key arenas which affect their lives” (Gaventa
and Valderrama, 1999: 4). Such a merging of children’s citizenship and participation can be
seen in the writing of de Winter (1997), who argues in his book Children as Fellow Citizens:
Participation and Commitment that the discourse of citizenship is the socio-political context
that guides participation and that the contemporary citizen can only operate if the citizen is
loyal to established rules whilst remaining active, critical and autonomous within this ‘civil
society’. A similar argument has been taken up more recently by Woodhead (2010: xxii) who
contends:
If we are to develop fully the potential for children and young people to participate
in society, we may need to move beyond ‘listening’ and ‘giving children a say’, and to
focus more directly on the meaning of participation in everyday life and on how
young people can live ‘active citizenship’.
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Within the field of children’s participation, this notion of living active citizenship is especially
appealing because it provides practitioners and advocates with greater legitimacy by linking
participatory practices with wider structures, spaces and objectives. Although theoretically
these structures, spaces and objectives can be social, political, cultural or economic, it is the
political, or more specifically the democratic, that tend to receive the most attention.
Children’s participation from this perspective is thus presented as an opportunity for
children to be included and to exercise their democratic rights in the ‘now’ and is therefore
more closely aligned with the sociological discourses of childhood previously discussed.
Where once children were excluded from governmental decisions, speaking about children
as active citizens can, for example, be perceived to create greater governmental
accountability, encouraging decisions of social policy to be made with children, rather than
simply for them. Furthermore, the merging of the idea of children’s citizenship with
children’s participation can create the basis for more ‘inclusionary’ practices that not only
strengthen rights-based agendas but extend upon them to include ‘non-Convention rights’
such as service provision and sexual rights.
This reasoning behind the swell of interest in children’s citizenship is produced and drawn
on by sites typically associated with democratic governance, such as the state and the UN,
as well as those seemingly less ‘directly’ involved, including the academy and nongovernment organisations. From within the academy, for example, there is now a significant
body of research on the concept of ‘children’s citizenship’ (Theis, 2010; Thomas, 2007;
Lister, 2006; Bessell, 2006; Invernizzi and Milne, 2005; Wyness, 2001; Ennew, 2000). The
recently published book A Handbook of Children and Young People’s Participation (PercySmith and Thomas, 2010a) demonstrates the extent to which the discourse of children’s
citizenship has become ingrained in the literature on children’s participation. While the
book includes the work of researchers from diverse international contexts, it is interesting
to note how many of the chapters reflect on citizenship in relation to children’s
participation. For example, in his chapter Theis (2010) views the notion of children as active
citizens as key to the way forward within the field of children’s participation. He sees
citizenship as providing a much broader and concrete conceptual and political framework
than participation alone, requiring specific skills relevant to NGOs, youth movements and
civil society organisations rather than government departments or large international
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development agencies. Putting forward this alternative vision, Theis (2010: 347) notes
“[t]his is an ambitious agenda, but only a bold new agenda will move children’s participation
out of its relative obscurity and bring it into the mainstream of political discourse and
development practice”.
Indeed, as a mechanism for ‘mainstreaming’ children’s participation, children’s citizenship
has become so powerful a notion that its value and ‘truth’ is often taken for granted and
difficult to question. Because it resonates with so many people, children’s citizenship is an
increasingly moral and emotional notion. As Invernizzi and Milne (2005: 2) ask, “how far is
the idea of children’s citizenship becoming an essentially emotional issue which one scarcely
dares to criticise?” While drawing on this notion of children’s citizenship by those within the
field of children’s participation can offer a ‘redefinition’ of participation and help promote
and increase children’s opportunities to make choices and shape their lives, the focus of
citizenship is often limited to those forms of participation aligned with predetermined
democratic objectives.
Seen in light of poststructural understandings of governmentality, the tension between
children’s agency as citizens and the predetermined structural constraints of citizenship
presents a paradox, whereby children’s participation is contingent on their participation
functioning in accordance with democratic values. As Rose (1990: 10) states:
The citizens of a liberal democracy are to regulate themselves; government
mechanisms construe them as active participants in their lives . . . [the] citizen
subject is not to be dominated in the interests of power, but to be educated and
solicited into a kind of alliance between personal objectives and ambitions, and
institutionally or socially prized goals or activities.
The effect of this tension between liberation and regulation in the dominant discourses of
citizenship is particularly evident in relation to how children’s participation is popularly
conceived within schools. This includes both those understandings of citizenship that draw
on a developmental discourse of childhood and those which draw on sociological or rightsbased

discourses.

For

example,

critiquing

popular

and

developmentally-based

understandings of citizenship underlying the National Curriculum in England, Wyse (2001)
drew on interviews with students and teachers from four English schools, two primary and
two secondary. In analysing the interview data, Wyse (2001: 215) found that while
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citizenship was an increasingly explicit component of school syllabi, its interpretation was
limited to children’s learning outcomes and was rarely used to support children’s
participation in everyday school processes beyond the ‘tokenistic’:
The participation that we recorded can best be assigned as ‘tokenism’ on Hart’s
ladder where ‘children are apparently given a voice, but in fact have little or no
choice about the subject or the style of communicating it, and little or no
opportunity to formulate their own opinions.’ This was combined with an emphasis
on the products of the curriculum, rather than an emphasis on the processes in the
school which could be improved to facilitate participation and democratic
involvement.
Highlighting the limitations of such an approach to citizenship, Wyse (2001: 217) concludes,
“[u]nless the United Kingdom takes steps to dramatically enhance children’s participation in
their education the goal of active citizenship will remain illusive”. In offering an alternative
view of children’s citizenship, Wyse (2001: 216) draws heavily on a rights discourse,
describing a view of “active citizens” as “those who are fully informed of their rights and
who have the capability to ensure that their rights are respected”.
While Wyse’s (2001) study is now a decade old, more recent literature suggests his rightsbased argument is still popular. Veitch (2009), for example, draws on research on the
emergence of school councils in the United Kingdom to argue that the dominant citizenship
framework used within schools results in participation being defined very broadly as ‘taking
part’, which enables the legitimation of school councils as effective regardless of the
significance or scale of their outcomes.
It seems that the dominance of the citizenship framework results in participation
being defined broadly as ‘taking part’, enabling the school council to be viewed as an
effective participatory tool. When participation is defined more narrowly – as a
radical, transformative and empowering process – the school council is viewed as
tokenistic (Veitch, 2009: 4-5).
To support her argument for a ‘narrower’ definition of citizenship, Veitch (2007: 19) draws
on discourses of rights as well as the new sociology of childhood, stating “[w]ithout a
stronger focus on the purpose of children’s participation, a recognition of the agency and
competence children already possess, and the rights that school children hold to participate
in the ‘here and now’ of their schooling, school councils will continue to be tokenistic”.
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Veitch argues it is not the democratic ‘principles’ that require critique but the ‘processes’
that are used to implement democracy.
However, taking into account the relations of power which support its legitimacy, this
notion of children as ‘active’ citizens may also be seen to operate as a mechanism of selfregulation. Bloch and Popkewitz’s (2000: 17) conceptualisation of the ‘envisioned citizen’
presents a prime example of this mechanism, where “liberty and progress” is achieved
through the construction of a child who can “contribute productively to the transformations
(development) of their ‘being’ through their own self-discipline”. This view is also reflected
in the United Kingdom, where the idea that children should provide feedback to improve
the running of the school has been connected to the interests of New Labour’s notion of
‘active citizenship’ (Whitty and Wisby, 2007). Moreover, in her paper How Can We Define
Citizenship in Childhood?, Ennew (2000) suggests it is unfair for individuals deemed
powerless to be given the responsibility for changing the dominant structure within which
their lack of power is written. To do this, Ennew (2000: 5) argues, “is to blame them for their
situation, and reproduces the same inequalities in political and economic structures, while
reinforcing the economic structures that produce and maintain inequalities”. Ultimately, the
methods used in constituting the ‘active’ citizen not only have the potential to link the
subjectivity of the individual to their subjugation, but link activism with discipline (Brin
Hyatt, 1997). In other words, government-led or formal participatory approaches which
seek to simultaneously liberate and incorporate children by constituting them as selfregulating citizens, may work to shape children’s subjectivities in line with state discourses
of citizenship.
What this analysis of discourses of children’s citizenship suggests is that while the notion of
citizenship can act as a helpful ‘weapon’ within the field of children’s participation, it may
also hide some of its contingent relations of power which shape and constrain what is
possible and construct children as both ‘the problem to be solved’ and ‘the solution to the
problem’. In the name of ‘inclusivity’, children are attributed the label ‘citizens’, in turn
aligning children’s subjectivity with their subjugation through the democratic interests of
governing agencies (whether it be the state, the UN, NGOs or the academy). Consequently,
far from ‘freeing’ or ‘empowering’ children, the adoption of a children’s citizenship
discourse has the potential to increase the governance of children.
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Conclusion
It has been the aim of this section to identify some of the contemporary discourses of
children’s participation (i.e. discourses of childhood, children’s rights and citizenship) and to
examine the broader context in which such discourses have come into being. Interrogating
the emergence of these discourses helps us to understand the way in which they promote
and regulate particular relations of power/knowledge which shape children’s participation.
Rather than a singular and coherent set of ideas, this analysis has shown how these
discourses reflect a range of different ideas which operate on “constantly shifting ground”
(Cornwall and Coelho, 2007: 14). Among the discourses of childhood, for example, this
analysis highlighted how different psychological, socio-cultural, sociological and
autobiographical accounts of childhood have been used to produce and support ways of
thinking and acting within the field of children’s participation. While never entirely stable or
aligned with each other, what the more dominant of these discourses have in common is
that their ideas are often taken-for-granted as offering universal ‘truths’ about children and
their role in society. While very helpful and productive in many ways, seeing these ideas as
‘truths’ may not account for the underlying relations of power involved in the production
and dissemination of these ideas. Consequently, I will now turn my attention to some of the
underlying sites of power/knowledge which are particularly influential in the field of
children’s participation.

2.1.4 Positioning children’s participation in key sites of power/knowledge
Introduction
In analysing the relations of power/knowledge that underlie the dominant discourses
identified above sections, a range of institutions or ‘sites’ have emerged which appear to
have played a particularly significant role in the legitimation of discourses. Such social
institutions survive through creating and sustaining particular ‘truths’ which govern how
individuals should think, act and feel towards both themselves and others (Gore, 1993).
Within the field of children’s participation, these sites of power/knowledge include the
academy, the UN, the state and a range of NGOs. Given their significant role in the
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legitimation of particular discourses, I will now analyse these sites in more detail for the
ways in which they produce and distribute these discourses and the effects this has on what
is possible in the field of children’s participation.
In the introduction to this thesis I described Foucault’s notion of governmentality as the
‘conduct of conduct’. As part of his definition, given during his lecture series at the College
de France, Foucault (1991a: 102-103) describes governmentality as:
The ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the
calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit complex
form of power, which has as its target population, as its principal form of knowledge
political economy, and as its essential technical means apparatuses of security.
Such an ensemble suggests a decentralisation of authority; new patterns of governing
human beings whereby power has shifted from sovereign forms of direct control to control
through knowledge and administration of the ‘population’. In other words, governance is
now achieved through a variety of different institutional ‘sites’ of knowledge production,
including social institutions such as schools, hospitals and psychiatric institutions. These
institutions are never neutral but work to normalise, compartmentalise, regulate and
exclude a range of discourses. These discourses are in turn internalised by individuals,
governing their conduct and leading to more efficient forms of social control. As Rose (1990:
257) states, “[t]hese technologies for the government of the soul operate not through the
crushing of subjectivity in the interests of control and profit, but by seeking to align political,
social, and institutional goals with individual pleasures and desires, and with the happiness
and fulfilment of the self”.
According to Foucault, the emergence of ‘population’ in the 18th century was one of the
greatest innovations of these new technologies of government, whereby “[g]overnments
perceived that they were not dealing simply with subjects, or even with a ‘people,’ but with
a ‘population’” (Foucault, 1978: 25). In order to regulate and manage the population,
knowledge about people’s living conditions came to dominate, produced through a range of
quantitative measurements such as demographic statistics, average life expectancy, as well
as the calculation of mortality and birth rates. Such knowledge shapes how particular
resources are prioritised and delivered, as well as producing technologies aimed at the
‘wellbeing’ of the population.
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Children as socially-produced subjects are no exception to these technologies of
government. This is evident in the increasing institutional circulation of knowledge regarding
children within a range of child-focused fields, including the field of children’s participation.
Consequently, having examined some of the key discourses which have influenced conduct
within the field of children’s participation, in the following section I will now interrogate in
more detail the key ‘sites’ or institutions through which these discourses are produced and
disseminated. Rather than operating as central repositories of pre-existing ideas, these sites
are actively involved in the production (and exclusion) of particular knowledge. This, in turn,
has significant effects on those considered the subject of this knowledge. Given the overlap
between these sites, I will first describe the emergence of each of these sites separately,
interrogating how they have come to be seen as authorities within the field of children’s
participation and through the discourses of childhood, children’s rights and children’s
citizenship. Following this, I will interrogate the way in which these institutions operate
together to produce and privilege particular knowledge to govern the field of children’s
participation.
The United Nations
The United Nations, through its constituent agencies, has played a prominent role in
the effort to promote enlightened and benign government on behalf of children,
encouraging the establishment of social welfare, compulsory education, child labour
legislation and health services throughout the world (Boyden, 1997: 199).
Founded in 1945 after World War II, the broad and primary objective of the United Nations
(UN) was to provide and ensure international security, economic development and human
rights protection to all membership nations. Between 1946 and 1980, the number of
membership nations increased three-fold, from 55 to 154. However, the meaning, role and
significance that have been attributed to the organisation since its inception are multiple,
varied and deeply political. While for some the UN remains primarily an inter-state body
which mediates between competing interests of states, others have come to see the UN as
a symbol of global ideals and perspectives which extend further than any one nation.
Boyden (1997: 199) describes the UN as “the supreme mediator of the principle of liberal
democratic rule globally”, and thereby strongly invested in spreading the democratic
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practices established in industrialised nations across the majority world. As Dower and
Williams (2002: xxv) contend:
[The UN] is important to many global citizens as it is seen as the embodiment – albeit
imperfect – of global ideals of peace, justice and well-being for all, and as a symbol
of a perspective lying beyond that of particular countries and nation-states. But for
others it remains primarily an inter-state organisation which mediates between the
interests of competing states.
In relation to children specifically, the United Nations is seen to have played a “prominent
role in the effort to promote enlightened and benign government on behalf of children,
encouraging the establishment of social welfare, compulsory education, child labour
legislation and health services throughout the world” (Boyden, 1997: 199). There are
numerous levels and groups within the United Nations30.
The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is a charitable organization and advocacy
group for children worldwide. In 1946, the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (hence the ‘i’ and the ‘e’ in the acronym) was set up to supply for the basic
needs of children in post-war Europe lacking food, medicine and clothing. It was not until
1953 that the UN General Assembly passed a resolution to make the fund a permanent part
of the UN.
The majority of the money UNICEF receives is from the governments of the UN’s member
nations, although the amount varies according to how much a particular government
chooses to give. Funding is also received in the form of donations from individuals and
organisations in the ‘private sector’. While there are UNICEF agencies located across the
globe, money that is raised through the organisation specifically goes to ‘developing’ or
majority world countries. The only money that is allowed to go to ‘wealthier’ nations is in
support of advocacy. Some countries have ways of circumventing this rule. France, for
example, places its Child-Friendly Cities campaign under the category of advocacy by
presenting the campaign as a marketing strategy which builds awareness of UNICEF’s other
work (Malone, personal interview, 6 August, 2008).

30

See http://www.un.org/en/aboutun/structure/index.shtml for a diagram of their hierarchical relationship
and structure.
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In 1959, with UNICEF’s backing, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration of the
Rights of the Child (UNHCHR, 1959), a major predecessor to the UNCRC. Passed by the
Assembly of the League of Nations in 1924 (and then revised in 1948), the Declaration was
considered the first international recognition of children’s rights. The Declaration identified
children’s rights to protection, education, health care, shelter and nutrition, reflecting
UNICEF’s early intentions to be about ‘practical support and care of children’, particularly
during ‘humanitarian emergencies’. These ‘humanitarian emergencies’ were mainly related
to children’s suffering following the First World War, which then laid the foundations for a
“global standard of childhood” (Boyden, 1997: 198-199). According to Boyden (1997: 198199), the Declaration “provided the blueprint for a universal ideal, specifying a series of
rights for children that were separate from and additional to those of adults”.
Alongside the Declaration, UNICEF and other UN agencies have over the latter half of the
twentieth century incorporated various other international and child-focused initiatives and
events. I see these particular ideas and practices selected by the UN as politically and
socially situated. For example, International Children’s Day, which originated in Turkey in
1920, was later taken up during the World Conference for the Well-being of Children in
Geneva, Switzerland in 1925, which then ‘legitimised’ it as a worldwide celebration.
Similarly, and almost three decades later in 1954, the Universal Children’s Day was
proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly under resolution 836(IX). Held on the
suggested date of the 20th of November each year, the day functions as both a way of
promoting children’s welfare as well as marking the day on which the Assembly adopted
both the Declaration (UNHCHR, 1959) and the UNCRC (UN, 1989). The UN’s evocation of the
term ‘child’ in conjunction with its child-related practices and pronouncements had
significant effects on understandings of children nationally, sub-nationally and
internationally.
In 1961 UNICEF increased its scope to include ‘educational aid’ and in 1964 held the first of
what would be many international conferences. It was during this period in the 1960s when
UNICEF was seen to “abandon the compartmentalization of children’s needs” in order to
“consider the needs of children along with those of their parents and nurturers, taking into
account ‘the whole child’” (UNICEF, 2006b: 12).
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In the decades to follow, the links between UNICEF and knowledge about this ‘whole child’
strengthened significantly. For example, in 1979, UNICEF organised the International Year of
the Child31. Signed by the UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim, the proclamation was a
follow up to the 1959 Declaration. The fundamental intention was to increase global
awareness of issues seen to be specifically confronting children throughout the world,
namely those relating to health and education. The 1979 launch of the proclamation
consequently led to a resurgence of media imagery in industrialised countries that depicted
sick and poverty-stricken children. While this was not the first time children had been
presented in such a way, it is marked as being a key instigator in the emergence of the
concept of ‘the world’s children’ (James and Prout, 1997) in official discourses of UNICEF
and similar international agencies. James and Prout (1997: 1) point out that:
This confronted the West with images of childhood contrasting strongly with those
familiar to them. The consequences of famine, war and poverty for children threw
the very idea of childhood into stark relief. The ‘world’s children’ united ‘our’
children and ‘their’ children only to reveal the vast differences between them.
Many of these discussions were drawn on in constructing the UNCRC in the decade to
follow. According to Boyden (1997: 199), the 1979 proclamation, alongside the UNCRC, has
provided much greater scope for self-representation and self advocacy than the Declaration,
whose outlined rights were “little more than a collection of general moral entitlements and
few – the right to love and understanding, for example – could be guaranteed”.
UNICEF’s interest in the UNCRC began around 1986, with the ending of the Cold War.
According to John (2003), it was at this point that UNICEF became actively involved in the
drafting process of the UNCRC, encouraging the involvement of both developed and
developing countries. As well as enabling more globally inclusive support, such a move was
31

Following the International Year of the Child in 1979, two other UN ‘Years’ have directly concerned children.
First, in 1985, the UN announced the International Youth Year: Participation, Development, Peace and then
again more recently, the United Nations is preparing for the International Year of Youth: Dialogue and Mutual
Understanding (2010-2011). According to the official website, the latter of these is focused on “advancing the
full and effective participation of youth in all aspects of society”. According to a UN press release in December
2009, it is “an effort to harness the energy, imagination and initiative of the world’s youth in overcoming the
challenges facing humankind, from enhancing peace to boosting economic development”
(http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=33303). The slogan for the worldwide event is “Our Year,
Our Voice” and has been associated with the attainment of the UN Millenium Development Goals (MDGs). See
http://social.un.org/youthyear/background.shtml for more information.
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also highly strategic in ensuring the UNCRC’s global legitimacy and acceptance. However,
this transaction between the discourse of children’s rights and UNICEF worked both ways,
reflecting a deeper shift in focus from welfare to rights. For example, Black (1996) argues
UNICEF’s adoption of a children’s rights discourse provided a powerful framework in which
to view childhood internationally, stripping away the limited and less ‘persuasive’ welfare
discourse that had previously dominated the debate.
In spite of the common use of the suffering African or Asian child in charitable
appeals, children were mostly seen by development analysts and campaigners for
solidarity with the south as too sentimental an object for serious attention. The
rights dimension gave a much sharper edge to the children’s cause and the inherent
value system associated with the championing the child. The chord it struck brought
on board a new and wider constituency (Black, 1996: 139).
Further, while the role of UNICEF has come to dominate stories of the construction of the
UNCRC, it is worth noting that the original draft was submitted to the UNCHR by Poland in
1978, over a decade before its ‘official’ acceptance by the General Assembly. Created in
preparation for the International Year of the Child (1979), it was primarily motivated by a
desire to compete with the rights initiatives put forward by Jimmy Carter’s government in
the United States (John, 2003). According to John (2003), the original draft was intended to
strengthen Poland’s international reputation and legitimise the confinement of rights to
those that best met communist needs, i.e. the economic, social and cultural, rather than the
civil and political.
Such a history suggests that far from being simply motivated by child advocacy or
philanthropy, the birth of the UNCRC was a deeply political manoeuvre. Furthermore, this
also indicates that the relationship between children’s rights and UNICEF is a relatively new
one. According to Black (1996), it was primarily pressure from NGOs (given further attention
later in this section) that led to UNICEF’s more active involvement in the area of children’s
rights. While initially sceptical that governments would genuinely back an international
children’s rights agreement, UNICEF and its then Executive Director Jim Grant eventually
came on board on the condition that rather than simply supporting the UNCRC, the
organisation would become fundamentally involved in the drafting process. For Grant, the
UNCRC was a vital means of galvanising signatory countries to take child survival and
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development seriously. On a very practical level, governments would be obligated to
undertake basic child survival strategies such as immunisation campaigns.
Between 1986 and 1989 when the UNCRC was accepted by the General Assembly, much of
UNICEF’s energy was put into publicising and integrating the UNCRC into the various
activities of the organisation. Grant pushed the UNCRC at various intergovernmental and UN
forums, integrating it into his speeches and enlisting the support of the spouses of prime
ministers and presidents, professional associations, politicians, NGOs and the media.
Mobilising support for the UNCRC in both developed and developing nations became a top
priority for UNICEF; it set up a Convention Task Force to, among other things, develop
contacts with government delegations and encourage UNICEF Goodwill Ambassadors to
mention the UNCRC in their public appearances (Black, 1996).
During this period UNICEF also founded the Innocenti Research Centre (IRC) in 1988, with
the objectives of improving international understanding of children’s rights and promoting
the implementation of the UNCRC. With these objectives in mind, the IRC connects UNICEF
with NGO initiatives, research from the academy and policy development in national
governments. According to UNICEF’s website, the IRC acts as a “capacity-building forum” for
UNICEF and a forum for international exchange of knowledge, strengthening the agency’s
research capacity while amplifying its voice as an advocate for children worldwide. Over the
past two decades, the IRC has conducted numerous research projects, often in collaboration
with other institutions, the findings from which tend to be included in one of the IRC’s three
major publications: the Innocenti Research Monitor and Regional MONEE Report, the
Innocenti Digests and the Innocenti Report Card series. These publications reflect the way
the IRC and UNICEF operate to not only produce and disseminate knowledge, but to select
and monitor knowledge produced elsewhere.
Another significant event during this period - which further cemented the relationship
between UNICEF and children’s participation - was a meeting in Lignano, Italy in September
1987. Attracting 120 representatives from a variety of international NGOs and National
Committees, the meeting helped cement the commitment of a broad constituency,
including UNICEF’s own National Committees, many of whom had remained hesitant about
becoming involved in the area of children’s rights. From the late 1980s onwards, UNICEF
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continued to strengthen its collaborations with NGOs, inviting the latter to participate in
meetings and activities regarding programming and advocacy work on child-related issues.
The extent of this collaboration made for powerful effects. As Black (1996: 287) states:
As far as child protection issues were concerned – those connected to ‘children in
especially difficult circumstances’ – the pressure coming from the NGOs in
developing countries, and from NGOs and the Unicef National Committees in
industrialized countries, was still the most influential dynamic behind Unicef’s own
programmatic involvement.
The common language among these coalitions appeared to be the UNCRC, with NGO
coalitions to promote and monitor its implementation formed in over 50 countries during
this period. As Black (1996: 288) goes on to argue, “although the NPAs and ‘the goals’ were
playing an important role, it was ultimately the language of childhood protection and
children’s rights that most accurately expressed the changing mood of public concern”.
In the 1990s, UNICEF’s role in disseminating knowledge about children’s rights continued.
For example, in 1995, UNICEF helped launch the Child Rights Information Network (CRIN),
furthering UNICEF’s connection with UN agencies, the academy and NGOs. Further, the
publication of UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children (SOWC) report also facilitated the
dissemination of knowledge of children’s rights as stipulated by the UN. Released annually
since 1996, each SOWC report takes on a particular theme which sets both an agenda and
reports on children internationally. It was through these reports that UNICEF broadened its
scope to include a focus on children in industrial countries.
These developments suggest that many have welcomed UNICEF’s adoption of a ‘children’s
rights’ focus. However, criticism of UNICEF’s approach has mounted in the last decade as
statistics indicate troublingly high child mortality rates. One of the more vocal critics of
UNICEF’s adoption of a right’s agenda has been the British medical journal The Lancet. For
example, in an editorial published in 2004, the editor of the journal, Horton (2004: 2072),
calls for strategic change in the leadership of the agency, suggesting that UNICEF’s
preoccupation with rights keeps most children in the 42 countries that account for majority
of deaths of children under five from receiving appropriate care:
This rights-based approach to the future of children fits well with the zeitgeist of
international development policy. But a preoccupation with rights ignores the fact
that children will have no opportunity for development at all unless they survive. The
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language of rights means little to a child stillborn, an infant dying in pain from
pneumonia, or a child desiccated by famine. The most fundamental right of all is the
right to survive. Child survival must sit at the core of UNICEF’s advocacy and country
work. Currently, and shamefully, it does not.
While such criticisms, particularly from The Lancet, are a major cause for UNICEF’s recent,
widely publicised decision to go ‘back to basics’32, the discourse of children’s rights remains
strongly embedded within the structure of the agency. The structural expansion of UNICEF
to accommodate a range of concerns beyond the welfare of children in war torn areas,
alongside the adoption of the UNCRC, has helped to solidify the legitimacy of organisation’s
role in producing and disseminating knowledge about the field of children’s participation.
This analysis shows a shift from an exclusive focus on providing children with basic
necessities to the producing and disseminating knowledge about children. These
developments indicate a broader shift in orientation, as described in the introduction to this
section, whereby the language of children’s ‘welfare’ has been replaced with children’s
‘wellbeing’. As the above analysis shows, these developments, particularly in terms of
UNICEF’s capacity for producing and disseminating knowledge about children, would not
have been possible without the involvement of an increasingly interconnected network of
sites.
The non-government organisation
In a broad sense, a non-government organisation (NGO) can be described as any institution
made up of individuals working towards a common, often international, goal where the
primary source of financial support comes from private groups outside the government.
Using this definition, any business or large company could be classified as an NGO; however,
in the present context, the term NGO is most commonly used to describe non-profit or
charity groups. Currently, for individuals concerned about the world or a particular issue
within the world, working in or supporting an NGO is considered one of the more effective
vehicles for expressing their concerns (Clark, 1995). While not all of these NGOs were
established to identify children’s issues specifically, their work and mandates have
nonetheless grown to encompass them. The following table outlines some of the
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See, for example, the article Ann Veneman: Getting UNICEF Back to Basics (Kapp, 2006).
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international NGOs which have emerged during the twentieth century and early twenty-first
century that are particularly relevant to this study:
Name

Year founded

Central location

International Save the Children Alliance (including
Radda Barnen)

1919

UK, Sweden etc

Plan International

1937

Spain

ChildFund (formerly Christian Children’s Fund)

1938

US

Bernard van Leer Foundation

1949

The Netherlands

World Vision

1950

US

Amnesty International

1961

UK

Peace Child International

1981

UK

Childwatch International

1993

Norway

Eurochild

2003

Belgium

Table 2.1: International NGOs which emerged during the 20th and early 21st century
Far from a recent phenomenon, the above chronology shows that many of the NGOs
concerned with children have been in operation for decades. However, it was the 1980s that
saw their impact accelerate on an international level. This reflects the wider ‘associational
revolution’ (Salamon, 1993: 1) witnessed in international development during the 1980s. As
Cornwall (2006: 74) describes, “a consensus emerged that smaller-scale organisations with
relative autonomy from the state were better placed to operationalise what came to be
known as ‘people’s participation’ (UNDP, 1993)”. She argues that the consensus “was based
on a leap of faith rather than empirical evidence”. Similarly, Henkel and Stirrat (2001: 171)
argue that the rise of the NGO reflects the new orthodoxy whereby there is a “distrust of
the state”, and consequently NGOs are positioned as “somehow more ‘efficient’ than state
bodies”. In this way NGOs have come to be significant loci in which the emotive, albeit
ambiguous, language of participation has been produced and disseminated. This language,
argues Cornwall (2006: 75), is what has allowed ‘the voices of the poor’ to become “the
object of the development mainstream”.
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In order to maintain both global relevance and local authenticity, many of these NGOs have
set up various offices across the minority and majority worlds. Such developments also
indicate the way in which NGOs are increasingly focused and specialised on particular
individuals, groups and communities. However, it is worth noting that the majority of these
NGOs are based in, and funded by, Western, predominantly English-speaking countries.
The rise of the NGO has had significant effects on discourses around children who have
become one such object of what Cornwall (2006: 75) calls the “development mainstream”.
For example, the Bernard van Leer Foundation, originally established in 1949 as a charitable
foundation with broad humanitarian goals, became focused on children in 1958. Since 1980
this narrowed further to focus exclusively on ‘disadvantaged young children’. The mission
statement from the website states that the aim of the Foundation (Bernard van Leer
Foundation, 2011) is “to develop and support programmes that create significant positive
change for children up to the age of eight who are growing up in circumstances of social and
economic disadvantage”. In line with this increasing specialisation, the Foundation now
provides grants based on three ‘issue areas’: ‘quality early learning’, ‘reducing violence’ and
‘physical environments’.
To understand the effects that NGOs have on ways of thinking about children and the rights
of the child, their work cannot be viewed in isolation from that of the UN. The UN plays a
considerable role in strengthening the impact of NGOs on the production and dissemination
of knowledge about children. For example, many of the changes to the missions and
mandates of NGOs in the late twentieth century are consistent with UNICEF’s structural
developments and the children’s rights movement more broadly. Describing the uptake of
the UNCRC as a watershed for NGOs, Black (1996: 287) states:
Not only was the Convention something they had fought for and won, it provided an
internationally endorsed framework for child-related action and a new legitimacy for
their work. The Convention also provided a neutral umbrella under which they could
find common ground with National Committees for Unicef and promote childrelated issues collaboratively.
As the UNCRC became cemented as the discursive reference point for child-advocacy NGOs,
such groups began to proliferate across the globe. During the latter half of the twentieth
century, the international impact of these organisations grew dramatically. Historically
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NGOs have been highly dependent on government organisations financially. Ironically, due
to control by nation states of official sites of international political action, such as the UN,
people began to develop networks outside of these traditional structures. As Clark (1995:
508) points out, “[i]nternational NGOs not only cross formal national boundaries – they also
have created a direct and independent form of non-governmental diplomacy through
networks of their own”.
Such independent, non-political and non-religious ‘networks of their own’ include: the NGO
Group for the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was formed in 1983 during the
drafting of the UNCRC; the Child Friendly Cities European and Asia-Pacific networks; as well
as Participation Works, a collaboration of six UK children’s charities concerned with
children’s participation. On their website, Participation Works (2011) describes itself as an
“online gateway for youth participation” and “a hub for information, resources, news and
networking on the involvement of young people in dialogue, decision making and influence
across a wide range of settings”. While predominantly UK based, the network sees the
knowledge it disseminates as relevant to a much broader audience. Similarly, while there
are 29 separate Save the Children organisations globally, there is a push for these to
become increasingly centralised under the International Save the Children Alliance in an
attempt to strengthen outcomes. As the Save the Children’s international website (2011)
states of its future:
Save the Children has recently agreed to a new global 2010-2015 strategy to
dramatically increase the scope and scale of our work to change children’s lives. . . .
As part of the new strategy, Save the Children is now governed and led by the Save
the Children International Board. . . . We also made a significant decision to bring
together all our programme work in 120 countries – such as our health, education
and protection work – into one management structure and drive the growth of our
organisation so we can double the scale of our international work. The changes will
mean we can be even more efficient and accountable to children – by pooling our
resources we will avoid duplication and ensure we continue to deliver high quality
programmes as efficiently as possible.
The last few decades have seen a dramatic growth in networks of child-related service
providers throughout the United Kingdom, including Participation Worker Networks and the
Children’s Rights Information Network (CRIN). Initially funded by the Carnegie Young
People’s Initiative, Participation Worker Networks originally consisted of Scottish-based
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organisations, but have since expanded to incorporate other networks throughout the UK,
with approximately 2300 participating statutory and voluntary agencies, from children’s
leisure services to youth councils to social services (Tisdall, 2008b). In addition, the
Children’s Rights Information Network (CRIN), established in the UK in 1995, is now
accessed by over 2,100 organisations in 150 countries. A report from 2001 by the then
newly appointed coordinator of CRIN, tracking the experience of CRIN since 1995, states:
The initial concept of CRIN as a network that would connect information centres
assumed that information was already systematically collected, processed, stored
and retrievable within organisations. CRIN would simply provide the mechanisms for
exchange and help to identify existing resources. In 1995, the child rights community
was in fact nowhere near that position. . . . It is now almost six years later and, out of
necessity, CRIN developed to fill that gap. CRIN works almost despite its diverse
membership, which ranges from UN agencies such as UNICEF, with considerable
resources at its disposal, to grassroots organisations with limited resources such as
Concern for Children and Environment, Nepal. Members continue to demonstrate
the will and necessity to find a common ground. This has been and remains one of
the biggest challenges of all (Khan, 2001: 20).
As this excerpt suggests, developing strength through increased presence in international
networks is not without its tensions and compromises. The push for NGOs to pursue
intergovernmental recognition is not always in line with their desire to positively influence
while at the same time respond sensitively and appropriately to local contexts.
Once intergovernmental recognition has been gained, international NGOs face the
challenge of maintaining their hard-won expertise and respect, while preserving the
focus and responsiveness to particular values that motivated their original entry into
international politics (Clark, 1995: 525).
However, it is worth noting that many NGOs were at the forefront of producing and
disseminating knowledge about children’s rights well before the construction and
ratification of the UNCRC. With Save the Children, for example, the focus on children’s rights
began much earlier in the twentieth century. As one of the first independent ‘children’s
charities’, Save the Children was initially created (first in the UK, but closely followed by
Sweden, the United States and other countries) to raise money for emergency aid to
children suffering from shortages of food and supplies during the First World War.
However, by the middle of the 1920s, the wartime crisis conditions were coming to an end
and consequently donations were dwindling. In response, the organisation not only changed
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its focus to smaller specific work, but began emphasising its broader commitment to
children’s rights in general. As the founder, Jebb, stated in 1923:
I believe we should claim certain Rights for the children and labour for their universal
recognition, so that everybody – not merely the small number of people who are in a
position to contribute to relief funds, but everybody who in any way comes into
contact with children, that is to say the vast majority of mankind – may be in a
position to help forward the movement (Jebb, 1923, cited across the Save the
Children websites).
Much of the information available regarding the history of Save the Children canonises Jebb
as the founder of children’s rights; as the first to realise that children have rights. Indeed,
she is cited as the original drafter of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child. However,
other literature indicates her call for children’s rights was not the only one. For example,
Korczak’s work during the early twentieth century has also been noted as highly influential
in recognising the rights of children. In 1919, Korczak (1999: 45) called for a “Magna Charta
Libertatis concerning the Rights of the Child”. Korczak was strongly influenced by the earlier
work of Swedish pedagogue Key, who was strongly influenced by the philosophical writings
of Goethe, Rousseau, Nietzsche, Spencer and Comte among others. In her most notable
work, The Century of the Child (1900), Key (1900: 199) states, “they have duties and rights
that are just as firmly established as those of their parents”.
While Jebb, Korczak and Key are three examples of early pioneers of children’s rights prior
to the uptake of the discourse by the United Nations, and UNICEF in particular, their ideas
are far from harmonious. For example, in response to Jebb’s drafting of the Declaration on
the Rights of the Child, Korczak argues “the authors of the Declaration of Geneva have
mistaken duties for rights”, and that “the tone of this Declaration is only an appeal for good
will, a request for more understanding” (cited in Veerman, 1987: 7). Similarly, Korczak’s
position is not entirely in line with the more recent UNCRC. Where the Convention supports
participation as the right of the child who is capable of forming his or her own views (Article
12), Korczak’s interpretation of the rights of the child does not see them as conditional on
age or perceived capabilities.
The above analysis suggests that as sites of power/knowledge, NGOs are playing an
increasingly influential role in the shaping and legitimation of discourses about children and
participation, particularly dominant discourses of children’s rights. Where once the major
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focus of many of these NGOs was to provide children and families in need with health care,
education services and food distribution, an effect of a growing interconnectedness with
other sites (such as the state and the UN) is that NGOs are now considered one of the major
authorities on children globally. Even where NGOs were involved in the promotion of
children’s rights prior to this increased ‘interconnectedness’, it was not until the UNCRC was
embraced by a number of sites – including the state – that NGOs were able to make the
greatest impact. As a result, these NGOs have helped give international attention to the
issues faced by many children and their communities who otherwise may not have the
means to fight for their rights. However, as noted above, the involvement of NGOs in the
production of knowledge about children is complex and limited by two major constraints.
Firstly, given the geographical location of many of these NGOs, the knowledge produced
and disseminated is very often western-centric, privileging western modes of citizenship,
rights and childhood that potentially exclude the majority of the world’s population.
Secondly, given that NGOs are increasingly reliant on their networks with other sites (like
the state, the UN and the academy) to stay globally influential and financially viable, it is
inevitable that their objectives will be compromised or at least shaped by the competing
agendas of these other sites.
The state
By government organisations or ‘the state’, I refer to local, state and national levels of
government that are directly responsible for making decisions regarding public funding and
policy-making. The state’s role in the production and dissemination of discourses around
childhood has a long history, particularly in the minority world during the early twentieth
century when compulsory education became the norm. By restraining child labour and
introducing compulsory education, the state created a fundamental distinction between
‘children’s environments’ and those of adults whereby children no longer belonged as
members of the workforce. According to Jans (2004: 32), the state’s objective behind such
an intervention was not simply to ensure children learnt how to read and write, but to teach
children “virtuousness and patriotism – in other words, to educate them as exemplary
citizens”. This produced a dramatic change in how children and childhood were constituted.
Children’s participation in society evolved from a strongly social form with minimal
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protection from harm during the 18th and 19th centuries, to high levels of protection and
regulation during the 20th century (Jans, 2004).
While this history suggests a direct link between constructions of children and the state,
there are many notable limitations in using the term ‘the state’. For example, for many
working within the field of children’s participation, the definition and functions of the state
can be quite ambiguous. While drawing on essentialist conceptions of power and aiming to
challenge perceived power imbalances between children and adults, the tendency within
the field of children’s participation is to prefer a local, ‘bottom-up’ approach to
participation33. Given that the state is often seen as responsible for separating children from
civil society in the first place this is not surprising. In prioritising the local, this view positions
the state as a somewhat separate, secondary or peripheral consideration. In other words,
the effect of ‘going local’ is that the state, as Mohan (2001: 163) describes, “seems to
disappear”:
The liberal assumption of participatory research is that better research will make
bureaucrats more aware and in touch with locals so that appropriate development
ensues . . . This belief is based upon a technocratic view of the state, in which it is a
‘black box’ that responds to ‘inputs’ in a balanced and rational manner.
Such an assumption, Mohan (2001) argues, fails to recognise how the state - far from a
neutral ‘black box’ recording and representing citizen preferences - influences and uses civil
society and ‘the local’. Further, while NGOs and other community groups may achieve many
outcomes through participatory work on the micro-level, the political structures, institutions
and processes that determine resource allocation persist, and none of these is neutral.
Yuval-Davis (1999) argues that to dismiss the role of the state in thinking about citizenship is
to ignore the influence of the state on so-called supra state institutions, processes and
discourses, such as the UN, the UNCRC and the rights of the child themselves. Yuval-Davis
(1999: 128) acknowledges that the UN and NGOs contribute to the formation and
mobilisation of new social movements in international politics; nevertheless, in her view it is
wrong to infer that the state therefore no longer bears any relevance:
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This point will be further analysed in phase two of this genealogy in the section regarding ‘reiterations of
change’.

115

[T]here is a certain paradox in the growing importance of the supra-national
authority of human rights declarations and treaties. While they are aimed at
controlling and guiding state agencies, the executors of these international codes of
rights and the members of international bodies are still the states, and no
international agency has the right to ‘interfere in the internal affairs’ of these states.
Presuming the state’s unquestioned pre-eminence, as well as presuming the state’s
incontestable irrelevance, fails to resolve the paradox that Yuval-Davis identifies. Only a
more nuanced understanding of the state permits confrontation with, rather than disavowal
of, this paradox. Foucault’s (2004: 294) understanding of the state as a “scheme of
intelligibility for a whole group of already established institutions and realities” is thus highly
insightful. No longer is the state a ‘monolith’, a single bureaucratic unit of power. As Young
(2004: 62) argues:
[I]t is a misleading reification to conceptualise government institutions as forming a
single, uniform, coherent governance system, ‘the state’. In fact, at least in most
societies in the world today with functioning state institutions, these institutions
interlock at different levels, sometimes overlap in jurisdiction and sometimes work
independently or at cross purposes.
What this argument highlights is that the state, NGOs and the UN are best understood as
mutually constitutive. Understanding such an interlocking dynamic between these sites is
particularly helpful in understanding the way in which particular discourses of childhood,
children’s rights and children’s citizenship are produced and disseminated by a variety of
state and non-state actors within the field of children’s participation. While the state may
appear to be ‘losing ground’ with the global rise of UNICEF and NGOs, such international
organisations are heavily reliant on the actions of the state. Not only are these groups often
made up of members from the state, they rely on state’s laws and legal institutions to fund
and implement particular initiatives on the ground. As James and James (2004, 214) point
out:
[I]t is Law that provides a key institutional and social mechanism in the construction
and reconstruction of childhood, not only in the maintaining of social order but also
in the change process. Although there may be other mechanisms that we have not
yet identified, Law, and the institutions and mechanisms of the law – be these
religious or secular – incorporates and enforces the boundaries between childhood
and adulthood, and those between children and adults.
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Based on their research of children’s participation projects across Europe, Kranzl-Nagl and
Zartler (2010) identified the role of the state as key to the success of such projects. While
recognising the considerable differences between countries politically and culturally, KranzlNagl and Zartler (2010: 167) argue that regardless of these differences, whether the notions
of children’s rights and participation are well established or relatively new, participatory
initiatives are always reliant on the “good-will of politicians or other authorities” and that
gaining the support of politicians is “essential for successful project implementation”.
Political support in this example includes anything from legal regulations, financial support,
awareness-raising campaigns and use of existing networks. The logic of rights presumes the
necessity of an overarching authority.
Of course, as the majority of governments are now signatories to the UNCRC, the
assumption is that states will pass laws to ensure the implementation and monitoring of
children’s rights. By claiming to follow such international conventions the state legitimises
and disseminates knowledge about children. However, while the state’s production and
dissemination of knowledge about children’s rights varies substantially from country to
country, there is a sense that generally speaking the state is more inclined to frame its
understandings of children in paternalistic language, whereby the focus is on the protection
and education of children rather than in terms of ‘empowerment’ or the questioning of
authority34. As Devine and colleagues (2004: 263) argue in relation to children’s rights in
Ireland:
Within Ireland, adult discourse on children has been framed primarily in paternalistic
terms, children’s rights defined negatively in terms of protection from abuse and
inadequate care (e.g. Childcare Act 1991, Children’s Bill 1997), rather than in terms
of empowerment or the questioning of their status in relation to the adult group as a
whole.
Furthermore, Boyden (1997), citing the work of Cho (1995) and Field (1995), argues that
giving the state the role of guarantor in relation to global standards of children’s rights does
not provide significant assurance that children’s best interests will be served. On the
contrary, Boyden (1997) suggests the major issue with these state efforts is that the focus is
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This is not unique to children. See, for example, Hobbes’ The Leviathan (first published in 1651) for an earlier
discussion of the idea of the state as our guardian.
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on compliance and meeting certain obligations, rather than on the question of whether the
lives of children are improved as a result of initiatives. She goes on to argue:
It is even doubtful whether the State is the best agent for operationalising children’s
rights in some of the more acute cases, not least because government forces may be
the perpetrators. Besides, the instruments of government tend to be very blunt,
failing to address the complex social forces that apply at the local level (Boyden,
1997: 221).
In discussing the role of the state in governing children’s rights, Boyden (1997: 221) is
concerned about its likely success due to the fact that many governments “are not
democratically accountable”, arguing, “if the spirit of the Convention is to prevail, the
concern is surely not so much with obligations, enforcement and compliance as with what
the application of global standards actually means for children”. This question offers a way
of re-orienting an inquiry into the role of the state in the construction of the child. Neither
ignoring the state’s potential role nor accepting its claims to supremacy on face value
accords with a nuanced view of the state as “[a] scheme of intelligibility for a whole group of
already established institutions and realities” (Foucault, 2004: 294). Indeed, both an
unquestioned rejection and an unquestioned embrace of state centrality reflect a reified
notion of what the state is. Taking the effects on children as a point of departure, as Boyden
proposes, uncovers the various technologies through which NGOs, the UN, the state (and
presumably other individual and collective actors) construct and disseminate knowledge
about children, because, as Foucault argues, power and knowledge are inextricably linked,
discourses of childhood have powerful effects. I will now address a fourth and final site in
which this discourse is constituted.
The academy
As an umbrella term, ‘the academy’ refers to those educational and research institutions
that are highly active in producing and disseminating knowledge globally, including
universities and other research organisations35. The role of the academy is often seen as
providing a forum for critical thinking about a given practice or theory, that is subsequently
disseminated through various courses, conferences and publications. In regards to children,
as described under the previous section of dominant discourses of childhood, the academy is
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often perceived as primarily concerned with seeking to critically understand children’s
existing worlds ‘out there’ (as seen, for example, in the academic-based research of
developmental psychology). However, from a Foucauldian point of view, the ‘out there’ is
created through our construction of the ‘in here’. Every description of the ‘world’ rests on
assumptions about what is (and who is) relevant in our imagination of the world. The
academy warrants scrutiny because, more so than any other site I examine, the academy
explicitly acknowledges its role in the production and dissemination of knowledge about
children and childhood.
While knowledge production about children and childhood within the academy has often
been divided among a few distinct disciplines which emerged during the twentieth century
(namely, psychology and education), the past few decades have given rise to an increasingly
interdisciplinary approach to the study of children and childhood (incorporating a range of
other disciplines, including history, sociology, anthropology, law and geography). For
example, reflecting upon the changes ‘in the field’ in the seven years between the first and
second edition of their seminal work, the blurb on the back cover of Constructing and
Reconstructing Childhood (James and Prout, 1997) the authors state:
When the First Edition of this seminal work appeared in 1990 the sociology of
childhood was only just beginning to emerge as a distinct sub-discipline. Individuals
and research groups existed but they were scattered, making communication and
cooperation only partial. Seven or so years later the field has cohered remarkably:
research centres and programmes have appeared; conferences and seminars have
mushroomed; a new journal has been established; and a number of important texts
on childhood have been published.
Using the example of two highly popular journals relevant to the area of children’s
participation, Mayall (2000) argues it has only been very recently that those predominantly
concerned with childhood studies (through the journal Childhood) and those concerned with
children’s rights (through the International Journal of Children’s Rights) have crossed paths
in any significant way. Furthermore, while this interdisciplinarity is seen as a strength of the
academy, there is no straight line from this research to practice and political decisionmaking. As John (2003: 29) argues, the interplay between research, practice and political
decision-making is “always tenuous and rarely synchronous”.
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As with the UN, NGOs and the state, the academy is, particularly in the last decade,
increasingly dependent upon a range of other institutions and discourses in order to sustain
its authority within the field of children’s participation. Indeed, there are many instances in
which the academy and UNICEF collaborate directly. For example, UNICEF has its own
childhood research institution, the Innocenti Centre in Florence, Italy. International
dissemination of research, much of which is produced by the academy, is now a top priority
of the organisation. The annual State of the World’s Children report is a key example of this.
Initiatives like UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities project and UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities have
also ensured a strong collaboration between the UN and academic institutions in both
developed and developing countries. Many of the informants interviewed in this study were
working across institutional borders between the UN and the academy.
The academy manifests within UNICEF through the establishment of a research centres,
hiring of academics and the production of research reports. On the other hand, UNICEF
manifests itself within the academy by contracting academic consultants, hiring personnel
with particular academic pedigrees and incentivising certain researcher trajectories through
grants. Through these practices, UNICEF and the academy mutually valorise each other’s
work and ambitions, providing each other markets, resources, services and knowledge.
The increasing connection between the academy, NGOs and the UN is also evident in the
European context. Every country in Europe has ratified the UNCRC. To further the goal of
ensuring that states comply with the requirements of the Convention to which they have
signed, there has been a push in recent decades to provide specialised training programmes
to produce professionals to promote children’s rights. Consequently, in 2004 the European
Network of Masters in Children’s Rights (ENMCR) was formed in Berlin. The Network’s
intention is to connect universities that offer interdisciplinary programs on childhood and
children’s rights with UN agencies and NGOs concerned with the rights of the child. Founded
by Save the Children Sweden, the ENMCR emphasises children’s participation and also has a
Latin American counterpart, the Latin American Network of Masters on Childhood Studies
and Children’s Rights.
The Network aims to foster ‘cooperation’ between organisations and universities, produce
‘innovative knowledge’ and promote learning between advanced children’s rights courses
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across European universities. In meeting this aim, the ENMCR engages in a number of
activities, including the development of common resources such as virtual exchange,
funding and scholarships, conferences and seminars. For example, in 2006 the ENMCR
developed a new ‘international’ and ‘interdisciplinary’ masters program on children’s rights,
based on ‘participative stakeholder workshops’ at the University of Amsterdam whereby
major stakeholders from NGOs, public agencies and academia were brought together to
exchange experiences and ensure that their organisations’ requirements and perspectives
were included in the development of the curriculum36.
Like the other sites of power/knowledge examined in this thesis, the impetus within the
academy to concentrate on children’s rights and participatory research can result in the
academy producing and reproducing exclusionary and limited notions of the child. The
following quotation from a young gang member interviewed by Strocka (2008: 255) in her
study of the challenges of doing research with war-affected children in Peru suggests why
the ‘knowledge’ produced by the academy can be so constraining:
We may not have higher education or a superior leadership, like Shining Path 37 had.
But we do have capacities, we do have greatness; yet maybe because of our
economic situation we can’t show it. Gang members can be more capable than even
a university student. Sometimes the university student doesn’t know what’s
happening in society; that is why here in Ayacucho sometimes they tell students to
write their thesis about us, so that they get to know our society. And these students
get surprised once they become familiar with us, once the gang members explain to
them about the lives they live in society. What we tell them takes them completely
by surprise, and some of them even want to live with us for a while.
Without romanticising or over-idealising the ‘gang world’ described by Strocka’s
respondent, or indeed taking such a view as the ultimate reality or ‘truth’, this quotation
does point to some significant limitations of the knowledge produced by the academy. More
specifically, it highlights how the academy often places greater emphasis on ‘the child’, the
‘object’ of study, rather than focusing on ‘children’ in the messiness of context. In doing so,
the academy has the potential to become quite detached from the everyday experiences of
children and can exclude or hide some of those lived narratives which do not comply with
the broad assumptions or polished experiences of a selection of academic ‘experts’.
36

http://www.enmcr.net/cms/

37

Shining Path is a Maoist organisation in Peru which initiated the internal conflict of 1980.
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In other words, when the academy fails to acknowledge that the image of the world it
studies is one which it projects, the more insensible and less informed the knowledge it
produces and disseminates. This limitation is precisely what I am trying to draw attention to
through my analysis of how the academy contributes to the construction of children. Only
by drawing attention to the tacit ways in which we build categories of childhood, citizenship,
participation, etc., can we come to see how so often the rhetoric of children’s participation
does not always take the experiences and stories of children themselves into account.
Further, as a site of power/knowledge, it is critical to understand the way in which the
academy not only produces this knowledge but how its means of dissemination also shapes
the knowledge and influences who has access to it (a point which will consequently be
analysed in more detail in the next section on the spaces of power/knowledge).
Sites of power/knowledge and the possibilities for practice
Having identified sites of power/knowledge, their emergence in relation to children, how
they produce and disseminate knowledge about children, and what they are contingent
upon in order to do this, I will now analyse some of the primary ways in which these sites
have shaped the possibilities of practice in the field of children’s participation. I do this to
support the argument that the production and dissemination of knowledge by the sites
helps to align (and control) children’s behaviours with managerial and neo-liberal agendas;
agendas which emphasise the measurable and the predetermined, while downplaying the
individual differences and contextual complexities of any given participatory situation. That
is not to suggest these institutionally-driven agendas have not had a positive influence on
the lives of many children. However, the knowledge produced and disseminated by these
sites also operates in ways that are often quite limiting for children and the field more
broadly. It is these limiting effects that take the focus here.
International sites, such as NGOs, the UN and the academy, increasingly endow themselves
with the means for monitoring, assessing and steering the conduct of the state. This can be
seen in the increasing number of international agreements, laws and regulations, as well as
research publications, initiatives and campaigns, that establish rules pertaining to the ways
in which states care for, educate, understand, punish and ultimately govern, citizens.
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A major effect of this institutional involvement is that knowledge about children is
increasingly organised and managed according to institutionally-preferred outcomes,
monitored and measured through legislation, reports and publications. Since the 1990s,
notions of measurement, efficiency, accountability, outcomes and evaluation have become
central to welfare services (Hoggett, 2000). In turn such terms have received increasing
interest from the UN, NGOs, the state and the academy, influencing the kind of knowledge
they produce and disseminate. Through its association with these sites, children’s
participation is increasingly defined as something to be monitored and regulated in
accordance with a range of institutional agendas. This in turn creates pressure to produce
and disseminate knowledge shorn of nuance, complexity, the unexpected and the
frustrating.
These systems of regulation also shift the focus from making ‘right decisions’ to ‘defensible
decisions’ (Howe, 1992). Barnes and Prior (1995) assert that management of performance is
not only difficult to define, measure and compare; it is also rarely used to enable children
and practitioners to try alternatives because the way in which the knowledge is constructed
is difficult to understand and use by anyone outside the institutional context. Consequently,
rather than resolving problems and tensions and improving practices, the incorporation of
managerial strategies in the field of children’s participation has attracted critique from
frustrated researchers and practitioners.
An example of these managerial strategies can be seen in the ‘Report Cards’ produced by
the Innocenti Research Centre since 2000. With each report, a different theme is taken as
the focus, including ‘income poverty’, ‘child deaths’, ‘teen births’, ‘educational inequality’
and ‘abuse and neglect’. These reports are designed to ‘comprehensively’ assess and
monitor the performance of industrialised countries based on the needs of children in that
country. This need for measurement is based on the premise that “to improve something,
first measure it” (UNICEF, 2007: 3). Further, within these reports, children are constructed
as the ultimate entity for assessing a country’s overall performance, as reflected in this
introductory quote:
The true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it attends to its children – their
health and safety, their material security, their education and socialization, and their
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sense of being loved, valued, and included in the families and societies into which
they are born (UNICEF, 2007: 1).
Each report also includes a ‘league table’ that ranks each country’s performance against
predetermined indicators of child well-being. Unlike previous reports that had drawn on
‘income poverty’ as the single and proxy measure for children’s well-being, the league table
in Report Card 7 six overarching ‘dimensions’ of well-being, namely: material well-being,
health and safety, education, peer and family relationships, behaviours and risks, and young
people’s own subjective sense of well-being. Underlying these dimensions are 40 separate
rights-based child indicators. Although the central position of the term ‘well-being’ implies it
offers a relatively fixed and objective benchmark, such changes suggest well-being is not
only value-laden, ambiguous and open to competing meanings, but operates as an ongoing
mechanism of surveillance. In other words, it operates on the premise that improvements
to children’s wellbeing around the world are possible through practices of monitoring and
evaluating. For example, as part of the main findings, the report (UNICEF, 2007: 3) states,
“[a]ll countries have weaknesses that need to be addressed and no country features in the
top third of the rankings for all six dimensions of child well-being (though the Netherlands
and Sweden come close to doing so).” There is a sense that success is never fully achievable;
with countries in a constant state of becoming and accomplishment just out of reach. In this
way such unattainable measurements establish an ongoing dependency on international
organisations; they regulate and solidify a particular relationship between the ‘monitor’ (in
this case, the UN) and the ‘monitored’ (the OECD countries), sustained by the promise of
the potential transformation of the monitored.
Movements toward an ‘audit and inspection culture’ (Pinkney, 2005; Clarke, 2003; Pollitt et
al, 1999) more widely in ‘new times’ are particularly interesting in light of the parallel
development of the children’s participation field in the latter part of the twentieth century.
While the field children’s participation could be seen to offer a counteraction to these
quantitatively-based processes of governance due to its focus on participatory methods
with individuals and groups rather than whole populations, there are many overlaps in how
children’s participation may also contribute to the surveillance of children, albeit subtle. This
is particularly evident in the increasing emphasis on accountability in terms of the
predetermined methods and outcomes of children’s participation. A potential effect of this
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increasing in accountability could be that those delegated ‘responsible’ for its success may
become less inclined to publicise potential ‘failings’ for fear of losing credibility or funding.
As such, the involvement of institutions further normalises particular practices within
children’s participation while simultaneously ‘responsibilising’ those involved through a type
of surveillance.
In favouring tangible and measurable outcomes, the knowledge produced and disseminated
by the sites also risks excluding particular dimensions of practice that are either unique to
specific projects or immeasurable. For example, Pinkney (2005: 43) describes how such
managerially-driven practices may downplay or even exclude an awareness of the role
played by emotions in participatory relationships, stating:
The emotional can be viewed as problematic to managerial, procedural and outcomes
driven organizations where emotionality leads to claims of loss of productivity or
effectiveness. Emotions are also viewed as weak/problematic in organizations which
value empiricism, measurable and quantifiable results. The affective aspect of
organizations is more difficult to quantify and measure. I argue that within social care
there is ambivalence about the emotional because on the one hand social work was
influenced heavily by psychoanalytic perspectives where affect became the object of
intervention.
The exclusionary power of institutional agendas is also identified by Driskell (2005). Drawing
on his experiences of participatory practices in UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities project,
Driskell (Chawla et al, 2005: 66) argues that success is difficult to determine, “both because
of the slipperiness of a term like ‘success’, which can shift dramatically depending on the
position and perspective of the person defining it, and because of the complexity of a
project like GUIC, with its multiple outcomes, tangible and intangible, where ‘success’ and
‘failure’ intermingle in ways that are difficult to unravel”.
Driskell (2005) goes on to argue that “tangible outcomes”, such as a study centre in India
and the publication of the GUIC manual, are those that provide the “easiest successes”.
However, as he goes on to argue, it is the “intangibles”, such as long term impact, that are
the most important but have so far received limited attention because the parameters of
evaluations are primarily shaped by the agenda of external funders.
Examples of the way in which the desire for measurement and quantifiable knowledge can
have significant effects on the way in which participatory processes are conducted,
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particularly in terms of time. Many of the informants, for example, spoke about how
meeting the deadlines of evaluation-driven projects often made it very difficult to account
for the children’s sense of time. This tension between evaluation and time, or more
specifically the lack of time, is illustrated in the following excerpts from the interviews with
Malone and Horelli:
And often, I think the biggest issue with it is the time, you know, to work well with
kids and to actually really engage them, you have to spend a lot of time with them.
You have to spend a lot of time just getting to know them, making them feel safe,
respecting and valuing their lives, showing an interest in what’s going on with them,
you know, like, so it’s really about time. And 90% of the projects that I get asked to
do research on there’s just not time, you know (Malone, personal interview, 6
August, 2008).
So, this is time, it takes time. You can’t have instant results. Even if I talked here
about the importance of having small steps implemented, if you want bigger things
you have to see in a bigger perspective (Horelli, personal interview, 25 November,
2008).
Taking into account these reflections from Malone and Horelli, privileging evaluation
processes over the practical, ephemeral and contextual in children’s participation can have
significant implications in terms of what is counted and discounted as practice, including
methods used, who carries out the evaluation, what is evaluated, how and when the
evaluation is conducted and why it is conducted in the first place (Ackermann et al, 2003).
While dissemination of such knowledge can highlight positive aspects, a focus on them as
objectives of children’s participation to be monitored and shaped could take away from the
many aspects of children’s participation, especially those positive effects which may take
longer to emerge.
The practices of measurement and evaluation described above provide both the children
and adults involved in children’s participation with accounts of performance and quality,
producing a regime of performativity that operates from both the ‘outside in’ (through
regulations, controls and indicators) and the ‘inside out’ (through self-monitoring and the
production of new subjectivities).
Indicators, measurement and evaluation represent a key objectification of bodies; bodies
that can be observed, bodies that are to perform, bodies that are to be judged. Evaluation
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reinforces the powers of expert domination, the right to judge individuals while privileging
particular forms of knowledge. As Cannella (1999: 41-42) contends:
The practice of evaluation suspends human beings in space, as if creating a picture of
the person, a picture that separates body and mind. The label – test – check list –
case study – becomes the spatial enclosure. Evaluation is the physical embodiment
of hierarchical surveillance; evaluation would not exist without the imposition of
standards and norms on individual bodies. Individual bodies are created as smart,
slow, good, poor, those who will succeed, those who will fail. Evaluation creates the
invisible power that finalizes the objectification, that creates individual cases to be
known.
Moreover, far from resisting these external forces, practices in which children and adults are
encouraged to ‘self-evaluate’ are similarly controlled by particular relations of power. In
relation to youth workers, for example, Smart (2007) describes self-assessment as a
technology of power, creating self-regulating workers who internalise the priorities of
others.
While appearing to liberate the individual, strengthening connections and enhancing
‘quality of life’, such performativity generates identities disciplined by targets, indicators,
measures and statistical data of performance (Lyotard, 1993; Ball, 2001). Within these
relations of power/knowledge, the child is constituted as an object of study and a
quantifiable subject. In other words, while these practices may be highly productive in many
ways, paradoxically they are incapable of achieving such transformative goals through either
the external imposition of quantifiable targets or the internal assumptions of qualitative
data. Moreover, such a regime excludes different conceptions of purpose, as well as
changing conceptions of who children are and what they become. However, Smart (2007:
80) argues there is “the possibility for resistance”:
[T]he taking on of externally imposed priorities may be challenged through use of
the self-assessment schedule as the basis for reflection and dialogue between
workers and young people. I have highlighted the way in which some organisations
and workers might feel less able to engage in practices like this than others. This
might be because of a lack of time, their unconscious perceptions of being observed
and lack of reflection on possibilities for resistance. Some may also face a social
positioning as lacking the authority to resist. Never-the-less, self-assessment
contains the potential for youth workers to think carefully about the priorities they
wish to set, subverting those with which they disagree that might be imposed by
others. While remaining constrained by a lack of time and accountability to
funders/government, there is an opportunity to forefront critical reflection and
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accountability to co-workers and young people.
Finally, another major effect of this knowledge production and dissemination associated
with the international sites is that the notion of children’s participation becomes
decontextualised. Not only is this knowledge decontextualised, but for the purposes of
dissemination, it is recontextualised in new institutionally-preferred spaces (spaces which
will consequently be analysed in the next section). UNICEF’s (2003) State of the World’s
Children (SOWC) special report on children’s participation is an example of this. In her
analysis of the SOWC report from 2003, Skelton (2007) points out that apart from one
sentence, there is an absence of recognition regarding the different means through which
children can and cannot participate and express themselves. Further, Skelton (2007) argues
that while the report claims to support a view of children as social participants, they are still
often situated in marginal positions. As an example of this contextual marginalisation,
Skelton (2007: 174) draws on issues associated with poverty:
The focus on children as individuals is potentially important as part of debates about
their rights but in poorer communities separating children from intergenerational
networks in their communities can have disastrous consequences. . . . Poverty
impacts on many childhoods and is part of their lived context of the type and extent
of their participation. Indeed in poor communities children may be vibrant
participants whether through their involvement in paid work, labour within their
family or even as a source of amusement and laughter for weary adults. Is this any
the less ‘authentic’ because it does not take place in a public arena and is not about
children identifying their own needs as somehow individualised and separate?
Consequently, the pressure to produce rapid outcomes may result in those within the field
of children’s participation more readily and narrowly focused on the contributions of
children that make immediate sense, thereby excluding those perspectives that do not
easily fit, are unexpected or conflict with both the views of adults or other children. While
these more immediate, accessible or tangible versions may be beneficial and positive
experiences for children, taking the time with the ambiguous, the unexpected or the
inconsistent can offer possibilities for disrupting assumptions and habitual ways of
understanding and working with children.
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2.1.5 Positioning children’s participation in spaces of power/knowledge
Building on the previous section in which I identified sites of power/knowledge in the field
of children’s participation, I will now examine spaces in and through which these sites
disseminate knowledge. There are potentially innumerable spaces through which
knowledge can be disseminated; however, journals, conferences and the internet have
emerged as particularly popular within the field of children’s participation. As popular
spaces through which knowledge is produced, journals, conferences and the internet allow
knowledge to be shared, accessed and critiqued by a wide and international range of
individuals and interest groups within the field of children’s participation and beyond.
The academic journal
A major space in which knowledge about children’s participation is circulated internationally
is through the academic journal. Particularly influential are those journals that endeavour to
offer ‘interdisciplinary’ and ‘international’ perspectives, as suggested by the geographical
diversity of article contributors, editorial board members or target audience groups. While
no international journal exists with a sole focus on children’s participation, a number stand
out as particularly relevant due to their more direct associations with key discourses
underpinning the field of children’s participation, namely discourses of childhood, children’s
rights and citizenship (see Appendix A). Many of these journals have ‘special editions’
dedicated to the topic of children’s participation. In this section, I primarily draw on the
journals referenced in the bibliographies of the children’s participation literature, as well as
those referred to verbally by my informants. Appendix A provides a summary of popular
international journal titles, including: the place of publication; the year in which the journal
was first published; the overarching disciplinary ‘grouping’ (based on the Australia Research
Council’s 2010 guide); as well as the name and location of the editor and the geographical
‘spread’ of editorial/advisory board members. This information is based on what is available
online through databases. There are several aspects of this list of journals that help explain
how particular ideas about children’s participation are privileged and therefore come to
dominate within the field, as well as how particular ideas are excluded.
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Firstly, while all the journals are presented as ‘international’, the majority of editors are
based in the United Kingdom, North America or Europe. This bias toward ‘developed’
countries is also reflected in the editorial boards, where the majority, even those referred to
as ‘international consultants’, still come from minority world countries in North America,
Europe, the United Kingdom and Australia. While articles may come from developing
nations, very few academics from Asia, Africa and South America are included in editorial or
consultative positions. More specifically, and in more ‘quantifiable’ terms, of the 272 editors
and editorial board members referred to in Appendix A, roughly 30% were based in the
United Kingdom (82), 27% in Europe (74), 22% in North America (60), and 7% in
Australia/New Zealand (18), but only 6% in Asia (16) and 4% in Africa and Central/South
America combined (10 and 11 each). While this does not necessarily suggest work in the
field of children’s participation is not being done in developing nations, it does highlight the
way in which the knowledge disseminated on an international scale tends to be controlled
by a limited few with more established academic institutions at their disposal.
Secondly, the year and context in which these journals emerged has also contributed to
what knowledge is produced and disseminated about children’s participation. To emphasise
this I have deliberately listed the journals in chronological order, starting with Children,
Youth and Environments (originally Children’s Environments Quarterly) first published in
1984 and ending with the ‘newest’ journal Child Indicators Research, published for the first
time in 2008. Shifts in the types of journals emerging as relevant at different times, as well
as changes in the themes of individual journals, reflect wider changes in the field in terms of
which kinds of discourses have most salience. For example, a brief look at the early
contributions to Children, Youth and Environments in the 1980s shows a strong
undercurrent of psychological discourses around the child. Whereas, looking at more recent
articles, there is clearly a turn towards sociological understandings as well as the inclusion of
rights-based language that was not prevalent in the journal prior to the ratification of the
UNCRC in the early 1990s. As well as taking on a more sociological and ‘rights-based’ lens,
the recent emergence of new journals such as the Child Indicators Research journal,
suggests a fundamental shift in how children are constituted, from a focus on individual
children to children as a ‘population’ that can be understood through measurements and
indicators. Sharing knowledge within these spaces is a process of accountability. While the
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efficiency and manageability of this knowledge may be attractive to policy makers, it also
privileges participatory practices that can be measured and controlled.
Thirdly, the extent to which these journals recognise children’s participation, particularly in
research, in turn effects what is published. In the Australian context, for example, Graham
and Fitzgerald (2010) note the increasing national regulation of research concerning
children that resists children’s involvement as ‘co-researchers’ due to particular conceptions
of their incompetence. Drawing on their example of risk assessment in the National
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research, which is the overarching policy governing
research with children in Australia, Graham and Fitzgerald (2010: 141) state, “[s]uch
assessments, which at times appear to be more about managing risks to universities and
institutions than about managing risks to children, are potentially inconsistent with
children’s right to be heard, and fail to acknowledge the protective potential of
participation”. Further, Graham and Fitzgerald (2010: 144) conclude by saying, “whether
research involving children features strongly in A* and A ranked journals, and whether the
NHMRC [National Health and Medical Research Council] Framework acts to facilitate or
contain such research, may have far reaching implications in terms of future possibilities for
improving policy and practice with, and for, children”. This highlights a related issue
regarding the ranking of journals in Australia through the Excellence in Research Australia
(ERA) initiative. In the name of supporting “research excellence”, the ERA initiative
encourages researchers to design their research with particular journals in mind, namely
those given an ‘A’ rating according to a range of predetermined national indicators.
Interestingly, however, of those journals that support or at least publish research on
children’s participation, based on the ERA 2010 Ranked Journal List, hardly any rate ‘well’.
For example, of the ten journals identified in Appendix A, only two have received an ‘A’
rating - the International Journal of Children’s Rights and Environment and Urbanization38.
The other eight journals have either received an undesirable ‘C’ rating (Children and Society,
Children, Youth and Environments, Children’s Geographies and Childhood) or no rating at all
(Childrenz Issues, Young, Childhoods Today and Child Indicators Research). As such national
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Further, some would even question if Environment and Urbanization should be included here given its focus
is not just on children but sustainability more broadly. However, it has been included here because of its
‘special edition’ on child friendly cities.
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frameworks have increasing control over which journals researchers strive to publish in, it
remains to be seen what sort of impact this will have on research with children. This kind of
performance management in academia reflects a similar situation to that previous discussed
under the section on sites, suggesting there is clearly a tension developing here that
deserves attention.39
Fourthly, and finally, it could be assumed that due to their common interest in the field of
children’s participation and their relationship with the interrelated discourses of childhood,
children’s rights and citizenship, there would be a significant amount of explicit ‘dialogue’
between these journals. However, this has not always been the case. For example, earlier in
phase one of the genealogy I discussed the reportedly simultaneous emergence of
discourses around childhood and discourses of children’s rights (Taylor et al, 2007; Smith,
2002; Mayall, 2000; Freeman, 1998). In exploring the journals most prevalent in the
dissemination of knowledge about children’s participation, these concurrent developments
are particularly pertinent. However, while acknowledging the consecutive emergence of the
two disciplines (citing the almost simultaneous arrival of two respectively relevant journals –
Childhood and The International Journal of Children’s Rights), Freeman (1998: 433) argues
“there has been little dialogue or collaboration between them”, although they “have much
to offer each other, as needless to say, they have anyone concerned with understanding
childhood and improving the lives of children”.
It has been over a decade since Freeman (1998) put forward this argument for the need to
create a stronger dialogue or connection between these academic disciplines or journals.
Consequently, it is worth investigating whether or not this still reflects the dynamics of the
field. To do this I drew on the publications and affiliations of the key informants in this
study, which in many respects appear to be increasingly overlapping and interconnected.
For example, almost half of the selected informants have directly contributed to the
Children, Youth and Environments journal (Hart, Malone, Horelli, Kinoshita, Lorenzo), with
several other informants also indirectly referenced in the bibliographies. As founding editor
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In mid-2011 the Australian Government abandoned journal rankings, giving individual universities more
flexibility to code journal articles according to content. However this also means the rankings remain as the
2010 version with little chance of revision, while universities in Australia are still using the rankings as
indicators of quality for internal processes such as promotion.
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in 1984, Hart is still an associate editor as well as a contributor and guest editor for a 2007
special issue on international perspectives on children’s participation. Similarly, Kinoshita
has also contributed to the journal, initially in 1984/5 when it began, and in 2007 when he
was the guest editor of a special issue on children’s participation in Japan. Lorenzo, having
worked with Hart during the early years of the journal, is also a member of the editorial
advisory board. Horelli has also contributed an article (Horelli, 2007) and Malone has
contributed twice (Chawla et al, 2005; Malone and Tranter, 2003), as well as more recently
having a book reviewed in the journal (Chatterjee, 2009). Malone is also an associate editor
for Children and Society, which Shier has published in twice (2001, 2010), as well as a
contributor to Children’s Geographies and Environment and Urbanisation.
‘Special issues’ of journals, those editions that are completely or partly devoted to a
particular topic, have played a particularly important role in selecting and disseminating
knowledge about children’s participation. For example, Children, Youth and Environments,
Environment and Urbanisation, Young, and the International Journal of Children’s Rights
have all had special issues on children’s participation40. According to Olk and Griffith (2004)
there is now a proliferation of special issues across scholarly journals. In their research into
the roles of special issues in management journals, Olk and Griffith (2004: 127) argue special
issues “appear to function as vanguards of knowledge that create a path into new topics” in
that they decrease the time to publication and, based on citation count, special issue articles
had the same or greater impact than regular issue articles.
However, dissemination of knowledge through academic journals is not a practice shared by
all informants. As previously stated, the informants involved in this study can be separated
into two categories: those whose work directly engages with the practice and theory of
40

These are just some of the special issues on children’s participation that have been published in the last few
decades. The international online journal PLA Notes (also known as Participatory Learning and Action) also
produced a special issue on children’s participation (PLA Notes 25: Special Issue on Children’s Participation,
1996), but has been left out of the table due to its apparently ‘informal’ nature compared with the peerreviewed journals mentioned above. Further, The Journal of Social Issues produced a special issue on ‘youth
political participation’ (vol 54, no. 3, 1998) and Social Justice: a Journal of Crime, Conflict and World Order
produced a special issue titled ‘children and the environment: young people’s participation in social change’,
which included articles by the informant Hart (vol 24, no. 3, 1997), but again, both journals have been left out
of this discussion because the majority of other contributions to the journals make little reference to
participation.
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children’s participation; and those mediators whose work is influential in disseminating
relevant knowledge outside of academic circles. This latter group includes Buvinich, Moneti
and September, all of whom are not direct contributors to the journals identified above.
However, even though this group is not explicitly referenced within academic journals, their
work is by no means isolated from that of the academics who regularly feature in journal
articles. For example, in the case of this research, my connections within the academy are
what led me to all three informants. This seems to be where the international conference
plays a key role in connecting particular professionals (beyond the boundaries of the
journal).
The conference
International conferences, seminars, summits, workshops and meets function on a variety
of levels in disseminating knowledge within and between fields. For the field of children’s
participation, such meetings commonly fall under one of three categories: practitioner
‘workshops’ or ‘one day seminars’, which tend to be kept quite local in focus and are
predominantly aimed at adults working with children; youth leadership ‘forums’ and mock
‘parliamentary meets’, which tend to operate on state or national levels where children are
commonly invited by adults to take part; and primarily UN-led ‘conferences’ and ‘summits’,
which tend to attract an international predominantly ‘adult’ audience.
What many of these latter more large-scale events symbolise is often just as important as
what work is actually conducted during proceedings. Given the scale of such events, in some
cases the international agreements they produce are often constructed prior to the meet.
While some revisions may be made during talks, the actual conference is primarily seen as
an opportunity to collect signatures from various international representatives that in turn
enable particular knowledges to be legitimated and disseminated on a more local level.
As well as serving a symbolic function, conferences also enable interaction between
particular discourses. This is a point highlighted by one of the informants Malone (2006:15),
who suggests, “[t]his connection between children’s rights and sustainable development has
been formally articulated in a number of UN global declarations and documents emerging
from intergovernmental summits and meetings.”
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On a more ‘individual’ level, conferences are also seen to be highly valuable for networking
and career advancement. For many of the informants, conferences represented a key
turning point in terms of their development in the field; it is where they met powerful
individuals and were able to share ideas and network further. For example, in reflecting
upon significant moments in her history, Horelli, from Finland, referred to an international
conference she attended in Vancouver as a turning point, stating:
First I studied languages, French and English, and literature and art history. Then I
got married and had two children. I worked in the Finnish Broadcasting Company; I
worked for over ten years in radio and TV. Then I got divorced and met an architect,
my husband who was already involved in participatory planning. Then I started
reading psychology and, as he was an architect, I got interested in environmental
psychology and went to Vancouver, where they had an EDRA meeting. I was standing
in line at the conference for the restaurant with Maxine Wolfe, who was a professor
at uni in those days and was one of the sharpest environmental psychologists I know.
She had been working with Proschanski and Itellson and Rivlin and all those pioneers
of environmental psychology. . . . She also came to my recent meeting in New York
with Roger. She’s a brilliant mind. I got inspired by her and then I did my doctoral
thesis (Horelli, personal interview, 25 November, 2008).
This excerpt highlights how authority was gained and established through association with
other experts, as well as by presenting at conferences. The importance of the conference as
a space for producing and maintaining powerful relationships was also evident in the
interviews with Malone, Shier and Lorenzo. For example, in reflecting on her development
in the field, Malone identified her presentation at the North American Association for
Environmental Education Conference as a key turning point or “one of those synergies”:
While I was there I was presenting on my research, and, what happened, just you
know, one of those synergies, in the audience was a woman called Louise Chawla . . .
She happened to be in the audience and she was looking for someone to take on the
role of directing a large project that they were looking to implement for UNESCO.
And after my presentation she came up to me and said, “look would you be
interested being part of this project?”, and it just so happened that I was finishing
my PhD, so I applied for a postdoctoral fellowship, and it was through that funding I
then started the UN project. And of course, what was exciting really for me at that
time was that the team of people they got together globally to work on that project
were all people who had vast experience in the area of children’s environments and
working with children on participatory projects. So I was sort of introduced, and sort
of brought into that context (Malone, personal interview, 6 August, 2008).
Malone described this team of people as highly multidisciplinary, including architects,
geographers, environmental psychologists, anthropologists and educators, all of whom were
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interested in exploring methodological questions concerning the most “authentic” ways to
engage with children in participatory research in the environment. While the objectives
were seemingly similar, if it were not for the conference, these connections across
disciplinary boundaries may not have been possible.
Shier also talked about the role of conferences in his development in the field. When he
reflected on his experience at conferences, there was a sense that rather than providing him
with new ways of practicing participation, the experience was more about legitimising what
he was already doing. Participating in the conferences gave him access to a language which
he could then use to explain and legitimise his work. Shier’s reflections on his attendance at
the World Play Summit bring this point particularly into relief:
And then I went to Australia in 1993, and that’s where I discovered the child’s right
to play, article 31. This was the World Play Summit. It was a joint triennial
conference of the IPA and the International Toy Libraries movement. So that’s why
they called it the World Play Summit. And it was like a great revelation! Up to now
I’d been promoting children’s play and the importance of children’s play spaces,
opportunities to be able to play, and it’s a right! It’s a human right! So this was
wonderful. So I came back to the UK as an evangelist for the right to play (Shier,
personal interview, 10 November, 2008).
Not only did Shier’s experience at the Summit provide him with a powerful language in
which to speak and legitimise his practices, but it could also be seen to be working on a
much more fundamental level, whereby his own professional identity was being
reconstituted in the form of an “evangelist for the right to play”. Lorenzo also referred to his
experiences at a conference as an “important point” in his development within the field. For
example, in the following quotation, Lorenzo describes how he and fellow graduate student,
Mark Francis, helped organise the Children, Nature and the Urban Environment Conference
in 1975:
He [Mark Francis] and I were put in charge by Roger [Hart] to sort of manage the
children’s participation in a huge conference and I think one of the most important
conferences ever on children, nature and the urban environment in Washington.
Sorry I’m going way back but they’re really important. 1975 in Washington at
Georgetown, not Georgetown, I don’t remember the name, but anyway a big
university in Washington, everybody who was anyone in this field, we were just
students at that time, and we were graduate students, but we were in charge to
manage children’s participation in the conference which was pretty innovative at
that time (Lorenzo, personal interview, 29 May, 2009).
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While this conference took place over two decades ago, and not surprisingly some of the
finer details have since been forgotten, it is interesting to note how much its impact still
resonates with Lorenzo. One might speculate that this conference experience remains of
such significance to him because here, as an aspiring young academic, he was given the
opportunity to take an active role in the organisation of the conference—and in this sense
experience firsthand what advocates of children’s participation recognise as so important. In
a sense, the story about participation here then is really Lorenzo’s. Helped by his existing
relationship with Hart based within the academy, Lorenzo is able to participate in a
meaningful management role in the conference. Given such an organisational role, it is likely
Lorenzo would have felt more invested in the process of seeing ideas come to fruition. In
other words, having such a role within the conference space allowed Lorenzo to engage
with the knowledges being disseminated by the various presenters in their entirety.
However, not all engagement need take the same form or presume the same conditions.
For example, writing of this same conference, Burch and Carrera (2003: 422), describe in
glowing terms how it gave them the opportunity to learn about Hart’s ideas:
This was our first exposure to the theories of Roger Hart on how children can be
their own researchers and guides to understanding their environments. It clicked
with our own experience in the empirical reality of our own children and those we
had worked with. His insight became our guide from then on.
Operating as a space through which people can share knowledge, connect with others and
develop professionally, the conference also acts on a ‘symbolic’ level as an important ‘future
driver’ of the field. For many of the informants, conferences were a key way in which to
gather momentum and support for a particular idea. For example, having voiced his concern
that children’s new lifestyles were impacting upon their ability to participate, Lorenzo spoke
about the conference as an important space for disseminating knowledge and building
awareness which would lead to children having more opportunities to participate:
You need multiple examples of people like myself and others that go out and allow
children to have that opportunity. Then it comes forward. So that’s why I’m saying
that it’s really important that big organisations like UNICEF and Institute Innocenti in
Italy, although they’re doing it at an international level, but in Italy, you know, put on
a big push to get this back. And I’m happy to say that they are organising things, I
mean UNICEF is having a major conference in Naples that they’ve asked me to talk at
which is about new lifestyles and relationship to the environmental crisis, I mean
that’s an opportunity, it’s a crisis, but it’s an opportunity to think about the way that
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we’re going to be living in the next twenty years (Lorenzo, personal interview, 29
May, 2009).
From this perspective, conferences represent not only an opportunity to connect with
others, but act as a driver for moving the field “forward”. Adverse situations (e.g. an
environmental crisis) become positive opportunities to provoke people to come together in
conferences.
Another recent example of an international conference that could be seen as serving a
similarly important function in connecting geographically and disciplinary diverse people
and moving the field of children’s participation forward was the United Nations’ Special
Session on Children, titled A World Fit for Children, held in New York in 2002. Convened to
review progress since the World Summit for Children (1990), the Session brought together a
wide range of individuals, from Heads of State and/or Government, prime ministers and
deputies, to representatives from NGOs, cultural, academic, business and religious groups,
including international ‘celebrities’ such as Nelson Mandela and Bill Gates. This was the first
time a United Nations Session was dedicated exclusively to children, and in his opening
statement to the General Assembly the then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated:
We, the grown-ups, have failed you deplorably . . . One in three of you has suffered
from malnutrition before you turned five years old. One in four of you has not been
immunized against any disease. Almost one in five of you is not attending school . . .
We, the grown-ups, must reverse this list of failures.
However, what really distinguished the Session from other similar meetings about children
was the fact that children were included as official delegates. More specifically,
governments from the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Togo brought along youth
representatives to address the General Assembly.
While the above examples suggest such conferences are of significant benefit to supporting
the field of children’s participation, the discourses that these conferences disseminate is far
from uncontested, even amongst many of the informants who regularly attend such events.
For example, Lorenzo was critical of the way the conferences produced particular practices
that he believed were not locally based or ‘authentic’. He argued conferences had the
potential to be quite tokenistic spaces for children, compared with ‘local’ spaces:
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Yeah. Well that’s where it occurs. I mean I think that children’s participation has to
be, has to begin locally. You know, I mean I’m kind of one of those, although I have
done international children’s conferences... [recording cuts out and is reconnected] I
was saying that it has to be, although the big events that UNICEF organise or other
international organisations bringing children together to discuss the future, I mean
the youth more than young children usually, has a value, but they have to be
children and youth that are coming from advanced sort of you know, consolidated
experiences in their own neighbourhoods, or towns, or cities, you know, and I guess
that’s, I hope that’s usually the case, because if not, like when they used to in Italy
just, you know, like invite children to a conference and select, you know, the A, the
best kid in the class, or the one that’s cutest, you know, or the Mayor’s son, to give
an example, that’s wrong because then you’re going to get somebody up there who
doesn’t know what he’s talking, or why he’s being asked those questions, and you
know, and hasn’t had the opportunity to participate with his peers and others to
bring the, you know, a more kind of mature, not mature, but a more omniscient . . .
to the arena, you know, the decision-making arena, so I think I’m a localist, really,
basically (Lorenzo, personal interview, 29 May, 2009).
Hart was similarly critical of the effectiveness of conferences as spaces for the ‘authentic’
participation of children, reflected in the following excerpt from an interview conducted by
Schwab (1997: 9-10):
Hart: We need to go beyond the idea of children’s councils as a special kind of
activity, and hence, probably, a media event. We need to think of them as absolutely
basic to the functioning of a democracy and to children’s daily experience.
Schwab: That is certainly something to work toward, but I’m inclined to see
advantages to lesser forms of participation, too. There is a spectrum of degrees and
kinds of participation. . . . Children’s councils, community organisations that are led
by kids, and other organisations that involve children in some decisions, but not
others, all seem to me to have their pros and cons. . . . Even these high profile media
events, like the Children’s Forums organised by the United Nations Environment
Program, could be said to have their plus side. Some of the kids in our community
action projects in California went to one of those international forums. They were
deeply moved at meeting young people from all over the world, hearing them talk
about their issues. The whole experience broadened their horizons, gave them hope
and encouragement. . . .
Hart: Yes, large conferences can be valuable, but typically those single events – like a
forum, conference, or town meeting – are based on little or no ongoing substantial
participation in anything. I’ve observed that the child advocates and facilitators who
take part in these events tend to focus on achieving democratic processes during the
event, and much less so on the everyday institutional context and the processes
leading up to the event. One must focus on regular functioning; then the special
events will be natural, authentic by-product rather than a token democratic
aberration.
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There is an assumption here that for participation to be authentic, it must operate regularly
on an everyday level, rather than in isolated experiences such as those offered by
conferences. Differentiations between conferences and ‘local’ or more ‘authentic’
environments were also evident in the literature. For example, Hart (J., 2008: 412) argues
that while involving children in conferences may seem to be addressing the limitations of an
“overly-localised focus”, official reports and official statements from children that are the
common result of such meetings “suggest the underlying purpose to be symbolic rather
than substantive”. Further, John (2003: 208) questions the way that ‘children’s participation’
is orchestrated at international conferences, stating “It will be desirable to follow up, now
the excitement has died down, with the children involved in various ways in the Special
Session and the World Summit how they felt they had been treated and to what extent their
own views were really presented”. John (2003: 208) goes onto suggest “[a] period of cool,
distanced reflection” as part of a “holistic evaluation” by children.
A similar concern regarding the limitations of some conferences involved in children’s
participation was voiced by Shier during his interview. However, rather than limiting
children’s involvement to those children who were deemed appropriate, Shier was
concerned that in some areas (such as discussions around citizenship), they were discounted
altogether, stating:
I think one of the interesting areas is that there’s so much ignorance on both sides.
There’s so much to learn about children’s participation, looking at how we’ve
theorised adults’ participation, and vice versa. The Dublin conference I have just
been to was for development professionals. If I hadn’t fought my corner and gotten
myself invited, children and young people wouldn’t have been mentioned at all in
the whole two days in a seminar on constructing active citizenship (Shier, personal
interview, 10 November, 2008).
Consequently, it seems, not all conferences are alike in their inclusion and exclusion of
particular discourses regarding children’s participation. Like academic journals, conferences
play a key role in the dissemination of particular ideas on children’s participation. However,
just like journals, not all conferences are ‘created equal’. To illustrate this point, I have
compiled a list of those conferences and seminars referred to by the informants, as well as
those that I, through my networks and reading, had heard most about (see Appendix B).
While this list is far from exhaustive, but just like the table constructed for the section on
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journals, I use those selected as a way to give some attention to the potential relationships
between them. In addition to those conferences listed, there are numerous conferences,
seminars and workshops happening on a local level as well. However, these tend to be
targeted at a different audience: practitioners and local authorities rather than UN
delegates; internationally-focused academics; and high-ranking government officials.
While many of the conferences outlined in Appendix B have been influential in the
development of children’s participation as a field, most operate within much larger fields
related to children, rights or the environment more broadly. Two notable exceptions were
the research symposium organised by Childwatch International and the UNESCO-MOST
programme, Children’s Participation in Community Settings (2000) and the University of
Edinburgh’s seminar series Theorising Children’s Participation: Learning Across Countries
and Across Disciplines (2009). The former of these, attended by Hart, Malone and
September, among others, was intended to provide a summary of knowledge of not only
what is currently known about children’s participation, but also what needs to be known.
The three key questions framing the Symposium were:
1.
2.
3.

In what ways do children participate in various settings?
What are children’s beliefs and attitudes about their participation?
What happens when children participate? What are the outcomes for the children
themselves and the settings which they are a part?

The seminar Theorising Children’s Participation, held almost a decade later, was similarly
broad in its focus, albeit more explicitly theoretical and critical. For example, the synopsis of
the seminar (http://www.childhoodstudies.ed.ac.uk/research.htm) states the specific
objectives of the seminar to be:


Mapping out the different theoretical approaches to participation from relevant
disciplines as developed in their country contexts; exploring their strengths and
weaknesses; exploring their usefulness in relation to children’s participation.



Interrogating the notion of the ‘international’ and how children’s participation can
be understood locally, regionally and internationally and how theorisation can be
developed that encapsulates these differentiations.



Developing advanced theoretical frameworks within which to conceptualise
children’s participation.
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Based on the outcomes of this seminar, there was a desire to disseminate within wider
spaces through journals, resulting in a special issue on children’s participation in the
International Journal of Children’s Research41. In this way, the seminar acted as a key
platform which enabled individuals to gather and share knowledge which could then be
disseminated more effectively; a sort of ‘power in numbers’. This is also reflected in a more
recent meeting, the World Urban Forum, which was another conference taking children as a
key focus of deliberations. In response to the perceived inequalities arising from an increase
in urbanisation, the core theme was The Right to the City: Bridging the Urban Divide. During
this meeting particular attention was given to youth, seen as among the most vulnerable in
relation to the inequalities that are perceived to be the result of urbanisation. These
inequalities were highlighted in the Youth Assembly preceding the Forum and the first
report on the State of the Urban Youth 2010/11. In addition, during the Forum, UNICEF
coordinated sessions on Child Friendly Cities, the assessment of CFC, participatory
approaches to local planning and participated in a roundtable on sport for development.
The Forum concluded that the key strategy ahead was the enhancement of multi-sectoral
partnerships, supported by the launch of the World Urban Campaign that is aimed at
providing a ‘global platform’ for coordinating actors to promote and implement policies for
sustainable urbanisations. Emphasis was placed on fostering ‘democratic governance’,
which included the participation of women and youth. In the Forum’s concluding remarks,
the Executive Director of UN Habitat, Tibaijuka emphasised the importance of “mustering
the political will to make our cities fit for our children”.
In addition to these recent events, and as one of the few not directly associated and
organised by the United Nations, the Children’s Symposium and ISCI Conference was a
response to an increasing body of knowledge related to the measurement of children’s
wellbeing. As the website (http://isci.chapinhall.org/?page_id=2) states:
Researchers, data users, child advocates, and policymakers have made considerable
advances in developing and using indicators and measuring the status of child and
adolescent well-being. . . . These advances have been made possible by
improvements in data collection and use, and collaborative efforts at the local,
national, regional, and international levels. These important efforts, however, have
41

Indeed, many such connections exist between such events and special issues, whereby the latter arise from
conference sessions and seminar workshops (see discussion under Journals).
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been undertaken without the benefit of an organizing structure to support and
foster collaboration, integrate findings, and coordinate and disseminate research. In
short, the field is reaching critical mass without an organised professional home. . . .
The International Society for Child Indicators (ISCI) offers that home.
As with the journals previously discussed, these more recent conferences indicate a shift in
the way in which children and participation are talked about. There is an increasing
emphasis on the development of indicators and measuring children’s wellbeing, and the
conference represents a primary place in which this is made possible.
Despite the limited visibility of actual children at these events, the legitimation of these
conferences in shaping and directing the field of children’s participation is still possible due
to the explicitly ‘international’ scope and association with large networks of international
organisations. Rather than the academy, which is seen to dominate as the key support
behind knowledge disseminated through journals, it is the United Nations, with the
occasional support of NGOs and the state, which dominates the organisation of these
events. To organise international conferences of this scale is an expensive exercise.
Consequently, limitations occur as to where conferences can be and who can go. For
example, like the location of the journals, these conferences and summits tend to be
located in North America and Europe, in places where perhaps there are more resources
and organisations to cater for large-scale events.
However, that is not to say that the knowledge and agendas of ‘majority world’ or
developing countries is not prioritised in particular contexts. Alongside these conferences, I
came to understand a different sort of international meeting during my trip to Rotterdam
for the Child in the City Conference. After volunteering as an assistant, I attended ‘the
Hague Workshop’, a two-day workshop organised by Hart who had invited a range of
international representatives to assist with the construction of international child friendly
indicators. A major focus for Hart seemed to be the inclusion of representatives from
developing nations. Although a few others, namely researchers at the University of Helsinki
(including Kyttä), had shown interest in being involved, Hart felt that their research into GPS
and mapping systems was not appropriate in a majority world context. Consequently, their
research, or knowledge, regarding practices in children’s participation, was left out of
discussions. That is not to say that the Finnish research was not accepted and financially
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supported in the context of Finland, however, in terms of its international applicability, it
has yet to be fully embraced.
As a major space for the conjunction of power/knowledge, the above analysis has explored
how international conferences and workshops function to disseminate particular knowledge
within the field of children’s participation. As the above examples from the literature and
interviews suggest, these spaces have been vital in bringing together a range of academic
disciplines related to children which might not otherwise connect. However, the conference
space is far from politically neutral and equally accessed by all. Like the sites and spaces
previously mentioned, the conference space has the potential to privilege and homogenise
some forms of knowledge while excluding other forms. In order to maintain and appease an
international audience, this can mean that individual or local experiences which do not quite
comply with the dominant agenda of a particular conference are lost. Depending upon the
location and objective of a particular conference or workshop, both Western and nonWestern experiences may be excluded. Similarly, some conferences and workshops may
privilege academic and theoretical work while others may favour ‘practice-based’
knowledge and downplay the role of theory.
The internet
In addition to the more ‘conventional’ conferences and journals, in the past two decades,
the internet is an increasingly popular forum for the dissemination of particular ideas about
children. In the past several decades an innumerable number of websites have been created
by organisations and individuals alike focused on ‘children’s issues’, from rights to research.
A key advantage of the internet over other platforms is its perceived global accessibility,
with information accessible to a diverse and wide-reaching audience, many of whom might
otherwise be unable to attend conferences or access academic publications due to
geographic or economic constraints. Another perceived advantage of the internet is the way
in which information can be regularly processed, analysed and updated. This is increasingly
so in a Web 2.0/3.0 environment. Ultimately, it is the internet’s perceived agility and
adaptability, rather than its size and resources, that have led to its success.
In surveying how the field of children’s participation has used the internet to disseminate
knowledge, there appears a plethora of UN organisations, government, academic groups
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and international NGOs whose websites provide a range of resources related to the field of
children’s participation, from databases of links to publications and reports to downloadable
PDFs. Several websites stand out as particularly pertinent to this study, many of which I
used to gather field knowledge in the initial stages of writing this thesis (see Appendix C for
a selection of these).
Considering the internet is still only a relatively recent invention itself, it is perhaps not so
surprising that the majority of these types of websites circulating knowledge about
children’s issues were only launched in the last decade or so. However, the proliferation of
websites and information also appears to be a reflection of the increasing emphasis on and
control given to international organisations within the field of children’s rights.
Further, while one of the claimed benefits of the internet is its open accessibility, these
websites all operate from countries similar to those behind the major international journals
and conferences previously discussed; not surprisingly, developed countries where the
funding to support such online platforms and initiatives is much greater. Consequently, the
information, which is selected and uploaded onto the websites, is influenced by those
particular institutions.
Launched

in

2001,

UNICEF’s

website

for

the

Child

Friendly

Cities

initiative

(http://www.childfriendlycities.org/) provides a database of international resources relevant
to the development of ‘child friendly cities’, which is closely aligned with much of the
children’s participation literature. According to the website, data collection and analysis are
key activities of the Child Friendly Cities Secretariat, and the database is described as
providing a “knowledge base for the global Child Friendly Cities Initiative”. The intended
audience of the database is fairly broad and includes “municipalities, communities,
children’s groups and other interested partners to inform planning procedures, advocacy
initiatives and research activities needed to build a CFC.” The website and online library
catalogue of UNICEF’s Innocenti Research Centre (IRC) has a similar aim and audience. While
the IRC was established in Florence in 1988, it was not until 2007 that the website was
officially launched. The website was designed to highlight research by the IRC on a wide
range of social and economic issues involving children across the globe and is a reflection of
the wider move toward strengthening UNICEF’s work around ‘evidence-based knowledge’.
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According to the website, providing information online is primarily intended to benefit
individuals interested in UNICEF’s promotional work in relation to the UNCRC, as well as its
work in the protection and promotion of ‘children’s wellbeing’ and ‘human development’
more broadly.
In explicitly indicating their central role in knowledge dissemination, the majority of these
websites also maintain unquestioned authority on what is and is not relevant, whilst
maintaining a lack of direct ‘ownership’ over the knowledge itself. For example, while
offering a platform for the dissemination of information, at the bottom of the page, the CFC
Secretariat also states as a disclaimer that they accept “no responsibility for the accuracy of
information provided by other organizations”. Similarly, although the IRC emphasises its role
in the dissemination of knowledge, rather than its creation, this is followed up with a list of
selection criteria for what does and does not get included. More specifically, the website
states:
The criteria that guide collection development are: extensive coverage of the main
research themes of UNICEF IRC, currency, UN official languages, access to main
bibliographic information available in electronic format. In addition, specialized
material may also be acquired to satisfy specific needs of current research.
Such practices are highly contingent upon the ability of subjects to articulate and reflect
upon both public and private experience. Knowledge which gets included tends to be
limited to those practices which can be easily identified, measured and ‘written up’; which
are ‘accessible’ to those who are not only in positions to publish, but who speak an
appropriate language, namely English. Knowledge that fails to meet the above criteria is
consequently subjugated within the field, examples of which will be explored later in this
analysis.
Such online practices are highly powerful, enabling organisations to maintain relationships
with a variety of other groups and institutions that might otherwise not ‘get along’. This was
evident from the interview with Moneti, who, at the very beginning, described how in
different countries, the creation of a child friendly city can be quite different. More
specifically, she stated:
In a number of European cities, their main interest is demographics. The number of
children is decreasing in many cities because parents don’t have the conditions to be
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able to have many children . . . And so there’s a real demographic issue in Germany
for example, and the way that they were launching, I mean their whole perspective
was to create cities so that they were more welcoming for families who wish to have
children. Well that’s fine, but it’s a bit different as a perspective than cities where
children are full citizens and are at the centre of the policies of the city. Ultimately,
you may do some of the similar actions, but you will probably do them differently. If
you do them as parents, or as city planners, designing for families and for children,
you probably won’t involve children. So it’s a different mindset. And so they wanted
us to be partners and so on and we also had the issue of potentially competing
networks. I understand that the Stuttgart-based organisation are now questioning
whether they want to have a separate entity in fact, so it’s kind of come full circle
two years later (Moneti, personal interview, 4 November, 2008).
As well as organisations such as the UN, NGOs and the academy, individuals involved in the
field of children’s participation appear to be increasingly using the Internet to disseminate
knowledge. An exemplar of this is Henk van Beers’ blog on children’s participation
(http://childrensparticipation.blogspot.com). Academically trained in children’s rights in the
Netherlands, and having worked in the area of ‘children’s issues’ since 1979, van Beers is
currently based in Southeast Asia as an advisor on children’s participation for Save the
Children Sweden. His website is one of the first in a list of links from a basic Google search
under ‘children’s participation’, and mainly consists of reviews of particular children’s
participation resources, both online and off. As van Beers states in the introduction to the
blog:
In this blog I will collect information, resources, materials, and experiences that
relate to the theory and practice of children’s rights to participation in the widest
sense. Over the years, with a limited number of people, I have shared useful
information that I came across. Through this blog I want to make relevant
information available to a wider audience while at the same time building a site that
can be revisited for useful information and links.
While none of the informants from this study have a blog as such, a basic Google search
finds several of the informants have their extensive bibliographies available online, including
Wikipedia entries. It is worth noting that the internet is also how I came to be introduced to
the concept of children’s participation, and more specifically the work of Malone, whom I
was able to contact directly about undertaking a doctorate based on the information
available online.
However, compared with the number of references to conferences and publications in
terms of informants’ professional development and knowledge base, using these
147

organisation-based online platforms as a way to disseminate knowledge about children’s
participation was not often directly referenced by the informants during the interviews.
While it is likely that informants do use websites to gain and disseminate information, it is a
space still quite separate from those prestigious and exclusive conferences and publications
already familiar to the field.
An exemption to this can be seen in the example of Shier. From his base in Nicaragua, he
appears highly reliant on the internet to keep in touch with developments in the field.
During our discussions, Shier (personal interview, 10 November, 2008) spoke about his
astonishment after Googling himself in 2006 to discover how much his article Pathways to
Participation (2001) had been cited:
So all these ideas were in my head for a while, and around the same time I made the
decision to leave the UK and start a completely different life somewhere else, I
thought, this is something I’d like to leave behind. So I started trying to write it all up
and then when I’d written it I was quite pleased with it and I sent it off to Children
and Society. It went through the whole peer review, and needed a fair bit of rewriting, and then it got accepted. I left the country, so I wasn’t aware of what a very
positive response it had evoked in the field until five years later.
And what was the general consensus? Did you get any critical feedback?
Well I got quite big-headed about it in 2006, once I started to realise how big it was,
and so I spent quite a while Googling various combinations of “Shier” and
“participation” and I now have on file about sixty or seventy documents downloaded
from the internet, not that specifically mention it, because there were too many that
mention it, you know, citing it, but ones that actually talk about it or use it or even
reproduce it. I’ve got about twenty versions of the diagram off the web in different
languages and some that adapt it in interesting ways, which I’m actually quite proud
of: some of the interesting adaptations that I’ve seen. So there’s lots on the positive
side. I know that people find it useful, people apply it, people find it relevant. As
Nigel Thomas said, it seems to have struck a chord with practitioners.
Since then Shier has created his own website with links to his various published and
unpublished work (http://www.harryshier.110mb.com/).
In addition to websites such as those listed above, (e)mailing lists also appears to be a key
way in which knowledge is disseminated and people are connected. For example, a lot of
the information I have received regarding the field of children’s participation and which has
helped me to keep ‘updated’ and ‘connected’ is through the Child Participation Network,
founded by Percy-Smith in the United Kingdom. It was through emails sent out to this
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network that I first connected with Shier (later to become an informant) and found out
about a conference in the UK that I went on to attend and at which I met Martin (another
informant). Similarly, having founded the Child Friendly Cities Asia Pacific Network, Malone
has created a website online with various resources as well as maintaining an email list of
those

interested

within

academia

and

local

governments

across

the

region

(http://www.childfriendlyasiapacific.net).
Finally, and drawing on earlier discussions of technology in phase one of this genealogy,
there is an increasing body of research and popular literature that suggests the internet is a
particularly useful platform for working with children due to children’s seemingly ‘innate’
take up of technology. Of all the possible spaces in which children can participate, the
Internet is seen as a new site in which children can not only express themselves, but
transcend the confines of local identities and participate politically. However, there also
exists an increasing body of research and popular literature that suggests children’s
engagement with ‘indoor activities’, like using the Internet, is preventing children from
spending valuable time outside exploring their neighbourhood (Louv, 2005, 2007). This
literature often draws on a rather nostalgic view of childhood, as well as autobiographical
accounts, as described in the discourses of childhood in phase one of this thesis.
While seemingly contradictory to each other, these two literatures are both drawn on to
make meaning of children’s participation. The informant interviews provide a range of
responses to the role of technology in children’s participation. For example, in constructing
meaning of children’s participation, several of the informants drew on stories from their
own childhoods, describing a time before the integration of technology. Consequently,
getting children back ‘in touch with nature’ was seen as one of the main benefits of
children’s participation. Lorenzo, for example, stated:
I’m happy to say that when you open that door and discuss with children and allow
them to experience, you know, free play, or you know, get out of their house, you
know, leave some of the toys aside for a little while, I think they still have that urge,
urgency and need, let’s stay, to, you know, to be more free, to be like Mark Francis
say, you know, to rediscover childhood. . . . I think that when you get out of that
mindset, you know, the mass media mindset, they go back to being children that
want to get dirty, fall down, climb up in trees (Lorenzo, personal interview, 29 May,
2009).
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This excerpt from Lorenzo’s interview illustrates his preference for outdoor environments
compared with the toys and “mass media mindset” that comes with indoor experiences.
There were moments in other interviews when informants appeared to question what the
Internet could provide in terms of the dissemination of knowledge. The separation of
technology from more authentic forms of participatory experiences was also illustrated in
the interview with Hart. For example, in the second interview with Hart, I referred to the
increasing amount of literature that suggests children’s participation may be transformed by
online spaces. While interested in these ideas, Hart questioned the extent to which the
internet could replace face-to-face contact in terms of participation and communication
with others. For example, having described my interest in researching children’s online
participation, Hart (personal interview, 7 November, 2008) responded:
Well I hope you make some progress on that, because I don’t understand that.
Maybe that’s my age. I don’t understand how the internet substitutes for face to
face participation, and to what degree it fails to substitute. It’s not something, I
mean I have read some of the literature, but I haven’t read any that in a
sophisticated way has made it clear to me what dimensions of communication that
are electronic succeed and fail to succeed to replace older ways. But I do think it’s
fascinating.
Just as journals and conferences tend to target a particular audience, so too do websites, as
a result of both what knowledge they decide to disseminate and how that knowledge is
presented on the website. Therefore, while the Internet has the potential to break down
certain exclusionary walls hindering the global involvement of ‘all’, the way in which many
of these websites are popularly used suggests they still seem to be used primarily by those
who are familiar with, have access to or take an interest in, new technologies.
Disseminating information through a website allows organisations to control what
information is included and excluded, whilst maintaining detachment from the actual
content, in turn increasing their ability to structure the possible field of action for others.
Compared with journals and conferences, the internet is a space which has the potential to
improve the way in which knowledge is disseminated, expanding the playing field in terms
of not only who can access the knowledge, but who can produce the knowledge. With
stronger institutional ties, journals and conferences tend to be much more controlled
spaces, whereby what is said is often strongly edited and shaped according to the interests
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of particular institution. Further, knowledge disseminated within journals and conferences is
most often clearly authored or ‘owned’ by the disseminator, increasing the level of
accountability and potentially censoring what information is made available to the public.
The internet represents a much more chaotic space, where it can be incredibly challenging,
nay impossible, to manage such vast amounts of information to the same degree. However,
as I have noted in the analysis above, although the internet has the potential to open up
spaces for new or different ways of thinking, the websites which feature most prominently
within the field currently remain those which are controlled by institutions whose
knowledge already dominates the majority of journals and conferences. Action, online or
elsewhere, requires financial support, therefore decisions regarding scope and future
directions tend to take place in those countries where funding is strongest. One of the more
extreme critics of the impact of such technology, Latouche (1996: xii) describes it as “a sort
of Megamachine that has now become anonymous, deterritorialized and uprooted from its
historical and geographical origins, faceless – but which nevertheless springs from quite
unique historical circumstances”. He goes on to argue that this technological force, rather
than liberational, is producing a “worldwide standardisation of lifestyles . . . with the
attendant clashes of views, subjection, injustice and destruction . . . which is imposing a
one-dimensional, conformist way of living and behaving on the ruins of abandoned cultures”
(Latouche, 1996: 3).
While avoiding too romantic, simplistic or extreme a view of the internet as either entirely
anarchical or standardising, compared with the other spaces identified, the analysis above
suggests it remains a space with relatively low barriers through which ideas and practices
can, in many ways, be produced, contested and subverted. This potential is not only open to
many adult practitioners within the field of children’s participation (see, for example, Shier),
but children themselves. For example, a study from the United States (Lenhardt and
Madden, 2005) suggests that more than a half of all American teenagers have created
media content and roughly one-third of those who use the Internet have shared content
they have produced42. This content may be produced and shared through a range of online
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Further, given the proliferation of communication technology and social media since 2005, it is likely these
statistics are fairly conservative.

151

forms, including: formal and informal memberships to online communities (e.g., Facebook
and message boards); digital sampling, video making, fan fiction writing, zines and mashups; collaborative tasks aimed at producing new knowledge (e.g., Wikipedia); as well as
podcasting and blogging (Jenkins et al, 2006). The internet, therefore, represents a highly
valuable space of power/knowledge, one which, while complex and not always egalitarian,
has the potential to open up space for new ways of thinking in the field of children’s
participation and about what constitutes participation.
Conclusion to the spaces of power/knowledge
In this section I have identified and explored the role of journals, conferences and the
internet as three major ‘institutional spaces’ through which dominant discourses
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children’s rights, citizenship and childhood disseminated. In recognising the link between
knowledge and power, I analysed how the knowledge disseminated in these spaces is
contingent upon particular institutional practices. Such an analysis highlighted the kinds of
knowledge which these spaces privileged, and which knowledge is hidden or excluded.
The infinite number of resources that are now available through these interdisciplinary
networks is not apolitical content to be read, listened to and downloaded, but constitutive
expressions of power/knowledge whose networks of relations enclose, partition, site, and
rank children and adults amidst objects to make them useful. Particular discourses around
childhood, children’s rights and citizenship are created and sustained based on categories
and measurements which regulate children’s participation.

2.1.6 Conclusion to Phase one
Representing ‘phase one’ of this genealogical analysis, the above sections have been
primarily concerned with the forms of institutionalisation that are required to support
existing power arrangements within the field of children’s participation.
While the above analysis has identified important discourses, sites and spaces involved in
the production and dissemination of knowledge in the field of children’s participation, this is
far from exhaustive. For example, practices which operate outside these institutional sites
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and spaces, often by those practitioners ‘on the ground’ in specific locations, also produce
and reproduce particular knowledges about children’s participation. However, the focus
here has been specifically those relations that are institutionally and internationally linked,
and consequently I recognise that there are many more spaces that are worth analysis,
albeit not in the scope of this study.
A major theme that seems to run across this analysis is that of ‘interdisciplinarity’. With the
increasing drive to disseminate knowledge across an increasingly broad arrange of sites and
spaces, disciplines (for example, children’s rights and sociology of childhood) are merging
and borrowing from each other. Interdisciplinary practices are commonly seen as highly
productive, transcending traditional constraints of one particular discipline and allowing for
‘dialogue’ between very different ways of thinking. Foucault’s work itself has been viewed
as interdisciplinary as it works to interrupt the unquestioned logic of particular scientific
disciplines and highlight subjugated knowledges. Further, Foucault encourages recognition
of ‘historical re-alignments’ in the organisation of knowledge; a way of challenging the
dominant ways in which knowledge is circulated.
However this analysis of ‘new times’, discourses, sites and spaces only exposes relations of
power/knowledge as they operate within the field of children’s participation on one scale.
Individuals within these sites and spaces are also involved in producing and disseminating
knowledge. Consequently, the next phase of this genealogy will now look more closely at
relations of power/knowledge as they operate within the concepts drawn on by a selection
of informants from within the field.
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Chapter 3

3.1 Phase two of a genealogy of children’s participation
3.1.1 Introduction
In phase one of this genealogy I used a selection of relevant literature and informant
transcripts to position the field of children’s participation within a broader historical context
and map the production and dissemination of associated discourses. In attempting to trace
the central ideas of children’s participation, the resulting discussion demonstrated how
much of what is currently understood relates to previous ideas that are far from
straightforward and uncontested. These broad-scale discussions were structured around
four key areas: a) the ‘new times’ in which children’s participation is situated; b) the
discourses of childhood, children’s rights and children’s citizenship; c) the key
power/knowledge sites of the UN, the NGO, the state and the academy; and d) the
predominant spaces within which power/knowledge is circulated, namely, the conference,
the journal and the internet.
It is my intention now, in phase two of the genealogy, to draw and extend upon this analysis
to explore relations of power as they exist on a narrow scale and through the individual
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stories of practitioners within the field of children’s participation. As I did in phase one, I will
be drawing here on a range of texts: from the interviews with key informants to the
literature in the field of children’s participation. From a Foucauldian perspective, the
meanings of these texts are not self-evident and nor do they offer set truths. Rather, I
understand them to be deeply political - both the result of an interpretation and in need of
interpretation. In addition to highlighting the innately political nature of these texts, this
analysis supports a reversal of conventional ‘cause and effect’ research. Rather than assume
that words are shaped by reality, as conventional ‘cause and effect research’ does, I
consider ‘words’ and ‘world’ to be mutually constitutive. Thus, rather than reproduce
knowledge at ‘face value’, my aim is to analyse how reality is produced and shaped through
these words. Within the field of children’s participation, this ‘reality’ refers to a range of
practices including writing, researching, creating, teaching, conferencing, advising,
consulting and facilitating which occur within and across all the sites and spaces identified in
phase one.
While a Foucauldian genealogy does not imply a strict set of rules or prescribed steps for
conducting an analysis, the methodology does lend itself to a distinct type of questioning
which moves beyond simple concerns of causality. Such questioning allows this second
phase to act as an extension of the analytical work from phase one. Through a detailed
analysis of specific descriptions and experiences from practice in the field of children’s
participation, the aim is to explore the ways in which previously discussed discourses are
drawn on to constitute contemporary knowledge about children and childhood. More
specifically, I interrogate how the texts represent particular ‘ritual reiterations’ governing
and normalising discursive practice in the field of children’s participation. I draw on Butler’s
(1993) notion that practices and subjects are produced through their very repetition. Such
understandings imply: first, that children’s participation is legitimated through the ongoing
reiteration of particular ideas with no clear origin; and second, that the child in children’s
participation is produced through these discursive practices, and thus is not a pre-existing
entity.
I begin by identifying words and ideas commonly referenced across the texts. In particular, I
focus upon those words that are purportedly innately ‘good’ (e.g., ‘empower’, ‘voice’,
‘change’). Seldom is their intrinsic goodness questioned because to do so would apparently
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mean to endorse their opposite (e.g., ‘disempower’, ‘silence’, ‘maintain’ or ‘conserve’). By
identifying these concepts, exposing how they are nearly always constructed as binary
oppositions, I wish to see how they are employed in practice. What does invocation of
conceptual

binary

oppositions

such

as

powerful/powerless,

adult/child,

empowerment/disempowerment, authentic/tokenistic, voice/silence, active/passive and
change/maintain actually conceal? What is behind the use of these words? From a
poststructural perspective, the meaning of these words is not fixed or inherent, but
historically and politically linked. Words, in that sense, are not created equal. It is through
binaries that we tend to seek final meanings of words, and the two words in a binary
opposition rely on each other for meaning (e.g., a child is the opposite of an adult, so we
know that children are not adults). Binary oppositions are problematic because they are
often hierarchically ordered, whereby one word tends to be privileged in relation to the
other. According Derrida (1981: 41), these binary oppositions represent a “violent
hierarchy” where “one of the two terms governs the other”. Therefore, the concern within
this analysis of children’s participation is not that these binaries exist but that the identity
differences they establish between individuals play a major role in practices of inclusion and
exclusion.

3.1.2 Ritual reiterations within the field of children’s participation:
constructing the ‘agentic’ child citizen
Expressing their thoughts in words of which they are not the masters, enclosing
them in verbal forms whose historical dimensions they are unaware of, men believe
that their speech is their servant and do not realize that they are submitting
themselves to its demands (Foucault, 1966: 297).
By choosing a poststructural lens through which to analyse the field of children’s
participation, I necessarily view language as unfixed and open to multiple interpretations
and appropriations. However, in recognising this ‘linguistic vulnerability’, I also acknowledge
that particular meanings of language come to dominate, becoming more fixed or
‘sedimented’ through ritualistic reiteration (Butler, 1993), and consequently more successful
in producing certain effects. In other words, the more something is said, the more it is
quietly authorised as ‘truth’. Language does not just provide a description of action; it is
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itself a form of action. As Foucault (1966, 298) states, “we are already, before the very least
of our words, governed and paralysed by language.” In The Order of Things,43 Foucault
investigates the role of words and language in the development of knowledge and analyses
the ways in which larger discourses and epistemes of knowledge are governed by these
words. In doing so, he emphasises the fundamental role language plays, as the hidden
protagonist that constructs our categories of thought and consequently our perceptions of
the order of these categories.
Furthermore, a Foucauldian approach requires that we “reverse the familiar notion that
persons make statements, and say that statements make persons” (Shapiro, 1981: 141). This
productive reiteration can be seen as a sort of ‘performativity’, as described by Butler (1993)
among others, whereby identity and agency is not formulated in a singular or deliberate
‘act’, but through an ongoing process of recitation. According to Butler (1993: 2),
performativity is “that reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it
regulates and constrains”. These performative acts are not a practice of “creation ex nihilo”,
but of “resignification”, which, in order to be efficacious require repetition.
No “act” apart from a regularized and sanctioned practice [e.g., the law] can wield
the power to produce that which it declares. Indeed, a performative act apart from a
reiterated and, hence, sanctioned set of conventions can appear only as a vain effort
to produce effects that it cannot possibly produce (Butler, 1993: 107).
In other words, a performative act, according to Butler, cannot in and of itself have control
over its effects but works to the extent that it “draws on and covers over the constitutive
conventions by which it is mobilized” (Butler, 1993: 227). Key here is the way in which
repetition enables an idea to be increasingly removed from its origins. Words become
‘floating signifiers’ of ‘semantic excess’ (see Hultquist, 2001: 197). Far from creating
instability, it is this very process that gives both the individual and the word meaning and
power. For example, referring to the example of a judge or legal authority who draws on
elements of the law to support their case, Butler speaks of an individual “installed in the
midst of a signifying chain, receiving and reciting the law and, in the reciting, echoing forth
the authority of the law” and the law as “grounded in no other legitimating authority than
the echo-chain of their own reinvocation” (Butler, 1993: 107-108).
43

Also known as Words and Things, if directly translated from the French.
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[I]f the judge is citing the law, he is not himself the authority who invests the law
with its power to bind; on the contrary, he seeks recourse to an authoritative legal
convention that precedes him. His discourse becomes a site for the reconstitution
and resignification of the law. And yet the already existing law that he cites, from
where does that law draw its authority? Is there an original authority, a primary
source, or is it, rather, in the very practice of citation, potentially infinite in its
regression, that the ground of authority is constituted as perpetual deferral? In other
words, it is precisely through the infinite deferral of authority to an irrecoverable
past that authority itself is constituted. That deferral is the repeated act by which
legitimation occurs. The pointing to a ground which is never recovered becomes
authority’s groundless ground.
Butler’s observations about the construction of authority within judicial discourse have a
number of potentially significant implications for a poststructural analysis of children’s
participation. Firstly, they imply that children’s participation, like the law, is not legitimated
through a particular institution, individual or resource, but through, amongst other things,
the ongoing reiteration of particular ideas with no particular origin. Secondly, this approach
also sees both the child and the expert as produced through practice, rather than as preexisting entities. In drawing attention to the way in which legal knowledge and subjects are
produced through reiterated performance, Butler reverses the logic of causality. In the
context of children’s participation, this helps to destabilise particular notions of authority,
shifting the focus to an interrogation of the reiterated ideas that produce subjects and
legitimise particular knowledge. Consequently, it is the aim of the sections to follow to
identify and explore some of these ritualistic reiterations; words and ideas that, through
their recitation over the past several decades, have become synonymous with particular
practices and subjects in the field.
In selecting some of the performatives, or reiterated ideas, which have been circulated
within the field of children’s participation, I am particularly interested in those words and
phrases that have attached to them positive value and are consequently highly difficult to
contest without appearing to be ‘siding’ with an opposing view. As such, many of these
reiterations can be seen to reinforce a range of conceptual binaries (e.g. adult/child,
powerful/powerless) and are constituted by a range of discourses, including those identified
in the first phase of this genealogy (i.e. discourses of childhood, children’s rights and
children’s citizenship).
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What makes this language worthy of closer scrutiny is the way in which it relies on, or
assumes, particular conceptualisations of power to make meaning of practice.
Consequently, the following explorations will be heavily focused on conceptualisations of
power, particularly in terms of the complex and contradictory ways in which those from
within the field of children’s participation draw on dualisms such as powerful/powerless,
voice/silence, practice/theory and so on. These reiterated dualisms are used to make
meaning of both children’s participation as a field and children as a subject, and
consequently I am interested in the complex and ‘real life’ ways such terms have been taken
up, negotiated and resisted.
Once identified, the second and related task will be to search for “gaps and fissures” (Butler,
1993: 10) within these reiterations. These gaps and fissures relate to Butler’s (1993: 10)
assertion that the apparent need for reiteration is also “a sign that materialization is never
quite complete, that bodies never quite comply with the norms by which their
materialization is impelled”. In other words, “it is also by virtue of this reiteration that gaps
and fissures are opened up as the constitutive instabilities in such constructions, as that
which escapes or exceeds the norm, as that which can not be wholly defined or fixed by the
repetitive labor of that norm” (Butler, 1993: 10). Such an approach is indicative of a
Foucauldian critique in which this analysis of children’s participation will highlight the
‘constitutive instabilities’ of key words and ideas reiterated across the field, as well as the
way in which subjects (both adults and children) ‘never quite comply’ with these
reiterations.
To find the reiterations for this analysis, I began by searching the interview transcripts and
literature, identifying words and phrases that occurred frequently across the texts and
associated with all four sites identified as related to the field (i.e. the UN, the NGO, and the
academy). Perhaps not surprisingly, this accumulated in an exceptionally long list of words,
far beyond the scope of this particular study. Consequently, I narrowed the list significantly
by selecting those words that were most frequent and could incorporate a range of other
ideas. These ‘umbrella’ words also tended to be concepts I recognised to be commonly
scrutinised within poststructural analyses. For the sake of coherency, I have grouped these
words under three interrelated sections: reiterations of ‘agency’, reiterations of ‘voice’ and
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reiterations of ‘change’. Seen together, these reiterations can be said to constitute the
legitimated ideas with which proponents identify within the field of children’s participation.

3.1.3 Reiterations of ‘agency’ in the field of children’s participation
Introduction
The notion of agency was not something with which I was particularly aware or concerned
at the beginning of my research. While I had a general understanding of what ‘agency’
meant and how participation might be considered an opportunity for children to exercise
theirs, its use did not at first strike me as warranting closer attention. However, the more I
read of the literature, particularly in the areas of children’s rights and citizenship, and the
more I spoke with proponents of children’s participation, the more notions of children’s
agency and power kept appearing. Interestingly, as fundamental as this term seemed to be,
there appeared relatively little in-depth discussion about how it was being understood and
used within the field. What helped me come to this realisation was the recent poststructural
work of other researchers within the field (for example, Gallagher, 2008a, 2008b) who are
interested in rethinking how power is understood in participatory work with children.
Drawing on this work it became clear that popular understandings of agency are often
simplistic and based on assumptions that power is a product which may or may not be
possessed. Therefore, in offering a more complex reading of power, my analysis will
highlight the ways conceptualisations of power can be co-opted, redefined and utilised in a
multiple number of ways that may reinforce unequal power relations between adults and
children as well as reinforcing limited humanistic notions of the child as fixed, universal and
innately rational.
During the last 15 years, various related notions of children as ‘agentic’44, as ‘competent’,
‘empowered’, ‘social actors’ and ‘active citizens’, have been frequently reiterated within
44

For the sake of coherency and clarity, I use ‘agentic child’ as an umbrella term throughout this section to
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much of the literature in the field of children’s participation (Kjorholt, 2002). Within these
reiterations, conceptualisations of power and agency are most commonly used to justify
children’s participation in two distinct ways. The first conceptualises power as something
children can be given through nourishment or ‘empowerment’. This notion of
empowerment is evident in the literature produced across various sites, from NGOs and the
UN, to the state and the academy. According to Veitch (2009: 2), for example, Save the
Children sees that “the core purpose of children’s participation is to empower them as
individuals and members of civil society, giving them the opportunity to influence the
actions and decisions that affect their lives”. Based on this conceptualisation, participation is
identified as the primary way of empowering children.
A second major way in which agency is reiterated within the field can be seen where power
is conceptualised as something children already possess in the form of ‘competence’. Based
on this conceptualisation, participation is identified as something children are already fit to
do. Again, this notion of the competent child is reiterated through the literature produced
across the sites. For example, Pufall and Unsworth (2004: 9) view children as “inherently
agentive” who “voice their views in order to be heard, to persuade, to move others to
action”.
Far from representing a natural and ahistorical truth about children, I see these reiterations
of agency – as something given to the child or something innately possessed – as emerging
from a range of developments in the last few decades which are connected to an
intersection of childhood, children’s rights and children’s citizenship discourses, as well as
other discourses typically less directly concerned with children, including environmental
sustainability and community development.
While it could be argued these images of children as ‘competent’ and ‘empowered’ were
around well before the field of children’s participation gained international momentum 45,
their popularity in the last two decades, particularly since the ratification of the UNCRC (UN,
givers’, ‘professionals’, ‘social beings’, ‘activists’, ‘creative’, etc -- all of which are drawn on at various points
throughout this section.
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See, for example, the progressive, liberatory and ‘child-centred’ educational theories of Neill (1953, 1960),
Dewey (1966) and Freire (1972).
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1989), has grown exponentially. The discursive emergence of this agentic child in more
recent times has in part been described as a response to those discourses which position
children as incompetent, immature or powerless victims in need of protection. As noted by
Matthews, Limb and Taylor (1999), a major argument against the participation of children
has been that they are “incapable of reasonable and rational decision-making”. As a
response to these claims, much of the contemporary literature on children’s participation
seeks to construct children as not only capable, but ‘experts’ in, and on, their own lives. This
alternative view of the child, according to Chawla and Driskell (2006: 184), is strongly linked
to the UNCRC, which is seen as “leading many decision makers to recognize young people as
resourceful agents with ideas worth hearing, rather than just ‘incomplete adults’ who are
defined by what they cannot yet do”. For example, in providing a justification for children’s
participation, a report on Child Friendly Cities in Italy (UNICEF, 2006c: 16-17) states:
The idea of a child as a developing person in a perspective looking to the future is
largely replaced by that of the child as an active person, a protagonist of social life in
the present. This enhances consideration for the persona of the child, regarded as
important in itself for its capacity to construct meanings of the world and act
autonomously.
In another example of rights based understandings of the agentic child, Stasiulis (2004)
describes the value of Article 12 of the UNCRC as not only residing in its enunciation of the
specific right to meaningful participation, but in its move away from dominant world views
of children and childhood.
Rather than viewing children as ‘pre-citizens’, or as silent, invisible, passive objects of
parental and/or state control and thus justifiably excluded from many civil and
political citizenship rights, children are cast as full human beings, invested with
agency, integrity, and decision-making capacities (Stasiulis, 2004: 2).
Alongside rights discourses, discourses of childhood, namely the new sociology of childhood
constitutes children as “competent participants” and “active subjects who can speak to their
lives, their experiences and their futures as knowing and informed agents” (McDonald,
2007: 10). Similarly, in the discourses around children’s citizenship, children are increasingly
being constructed as citizens who are “autonomous, knowing, responsible and aware of
their culture” (Gordon et al, 2000: 199).
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Alongside this emergence of the “autonomous, knowing, responsible and aware” child
citizen, the last few decades have also seen significant theoretical attempts to
reconceptualise and analyse the complexities of interaction between social structures and
individuals (e.g., Giddens, 1984; Long, 1992; Goetz, 1996). However, such understandings
appear to have had little impact on the field of children’s participation and the focus on
children’s seemingly rational and autonomous action. While social structures are generally
acknowledged, this tends to be limited to their function as either providing opportunities or
constraining children. The dynamic and multi-levelled complexity of the connections
between children and social structures remains relatively unexplored.
The ability to conceive of this view of the agentic child citizen, while remaining somewhat
unaffected by more recent and complex understandings of the relationship between
structure and agency, is made possible by the way in which these discourses are embedded
within complex cultural, social, political and economic changes of ‘new times’. These ‘new
times’, as described in an earlier chapter of this thesis, relate to a variety of interrelated
processes including globalisation, individualisation and democratisation. It is through these
regulatory processes that the ‘modern subject’ is produced and reproduced, whereby there
is an increasing emphasis on the value of personal freedom through self-realisation and selfdetermination, alongside an emphasis on equality and community. It is within this context
that the agentic child has emerged as a popular notion, a notion that a child can and does
make decisions independently of the structures within which they live. Through this frame,
participation can be seen as a way of ‘empowering’ or ‘liberating’ the child, whereby
children are encouraged to view themselves as choosers making their own decisions about
their lives (and in some cases, the lives of others). The child is given the responsibility for
improving their own performance; a patient in charge of her or his own treatment. Through
this notion of the child, children’s participation can be seen to represent a movement of
human liberation, reflecting humanist modes of thought. Humanism in this sense
presupposes an ‘essence’ at the core of the individual that is unique, fixed, coherent.
Humanistic discourses also focus on a notion of ‘sovereign’ power and universalising ways of
understanding. As will be argued in the following pages, such presuppositions are
productive but also potentially quite limiting in terms of what is possible for children in
relation to their participation.
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The emergence of these humanistic ideas and practices around the “autonomous, knowing,
responsible and aware” child citizen have been highly appealing for many practitioners in
the field of children’s participation in recent times. Certainly, the uptake of these ideas and
practices has produced significant benefits for many children. While I do not intend to
dismiss these positive outcomes, or oppose the notion that children can make decisions
through their language, behaviour, reactions and interpretations, I would argue that these
ideas are likely to correspond to particular discourses that have come to dominate ‘new
times’. While these discourses are highly productive, in line with the intentions of this
poststructural genealogy I am interested in how they also close down other ways of thinking
which can ignore contextual complexities and the dynamic and multi-levelled connections
between children and social structures. As long as the field of children’s participation
continues to draw on discourses which are concerned with essentialising and ‘liberating’
children by replacing one identity (i.e. a powerless child) with another (i.e. a powerful child),
the field runs the risk of reproducing the same inequalities that it claims to be rectifying.
As I have noted previously in this thesis, humanism is a discourse which draws heavily on
notions of freedoms and rights. According to Newman (2001), these notions are given to
‘man’ as an abstraction, rather than to the individual, thereby liberating ‘man’ while
contracting the individual to a range of norms and practices. Children’s participation, based
on this humanistic language of rights and freedoms, can be seen to ‘offer’ children new
opportunities to be ‘actively’ and ‘freely’ involved in various arenas of action concerned
with resolving the sorts of issues previously considered the responsibility of adults or
authorised governmental agencies. However, the “contractual implication” (Burchell, 1996:
29) of these offerings is that children will also take on the responsibility of both carrying out
the activity and ensuring an ‘appropriate’ or ‘approved’ outcome. This presents a trap,
whereby the empowerment or liberation of children is only possible when children
relinquish control over themselves to others.
As such, reiterations of an agentic child citizen that is both free and autonomous as well as
rational
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‘responsibilisation’ which aims to ensure realms outside the state or ‘sovereign power’ (i.e.
the social, the private, the market and civil society) “function to the benefit of the nation as
a whole” (Rose, 1996: 44). Through these processes of responsibilisation, children are
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compelled to carefully manage the risks of their own “DIY project of the Self” (Kelly, 2009:
8). This positions children as subjects capable of embodying an institutionally-determined
autonomy, a sort of ‘regulated freedom’ (Rose and Miller, 1992).
In scrutinising some of the effects of these humanist discourses on the field, I will now
interrogate more closely the interrelated and highly popular notions of ‘empowerment’ and
‘competence’ that are reiterated in the name of supporting the ‘agentic child’ of children’s
participation. To do this I will draw on examples from the literature as well as excerpts from
the informant interviews. Following this I will identify some of the ‘gaps and fissures’
(Butler, 1993) which are evident across these texts as well as possibilities for how we might
move beyond humanistic notions of the child.
Notions of ‘empowerment’ in reiterations of agency
The notion of ‘empowerment’ has become an important and productive political tool for a
range of sites (including the UN, NGOs, the state and the academy) involved in the
production and dissemination of knowledge about children’s participation. Initially when I
entered my basic search for the term ‘power’ across the interview texts, I failed to include
‘empowerment’ and its associated terms. Interestingly, when I did the search again including
these terms, the number of total references jumped from 26 to 54; meaning approximately
half of the direct references were concerned with ‘empowerment’, not just power alone.
In order to interrogate this notion of empowerment I draw heavily on earlier poststructural
critiques from the late 1980s to the early 1990s, especially the work of Ellsworth (1989) and
Gore (1992). These researchers have questioned the notion of empowerment as it is
understood in the context of critical and feminist educational discourses. In doing so, they
highlight some of the contradictions, dangers and normalising tendencies in these
constructions of ‘empowerment’.
Drawing on this work by Ellsworth and others, I see ‘empowerment’ as a highly loaded term
that can be used to describe a wide variety of processes and outcomes. While the term has
no essential meaning prior to its construction within discourses, ‘empowerment’ does often
presuppose an agent of empowerment, a notion of power as property and a particular vision
or desirable end state (Gore, 1992). Breaking down the term to its basic linguistic elements
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(i.e. em, power and ment), the prefix ‘em’ can be seen to mean ‘to cause to be’, ‘to be in’ or
‘into’, while the suffix ‘ment’ commonly suggests an act or an result of doing (McCarthy and
Holbrook Freeman, 2008). By implication, this sees ‘empowerment’ as an act of entering
power into children; a kind of embodied ‘transformation’ whereby the child moves from one
thing (powerless, vulnerable) to another (powerful, strong). Surveying both the literature
and the informant interviews, the term empowerment was primarily used to describe this
process of transformation, whereby adults are conceptualised as the ‘empowerers’ of
children by providing them with the necessary skills, knowledge and inspiration to take
control. This notion of empowerment relies on particular assumptions of both what children
are deemed to be lacking and what adults are deemed to be possessing and can thereby
pass on to others. Below are three such examples of this use of empowerment; the first two
from my interviews with Hart and Buvinich respectively, and the third from a PLA Notes
article by Woollcombe, president of the NGO Peace Child International:
I see kids on television talking about him [Barack Obama], talking about themselves
more as agents in a democracy, so he’s already succeeded. I don’t see little kingpins
saying, I want to be like him, and be like a monarch. Because he doesn’t act like a
monarch, he acts like gracious empowerer of others, and he really is. We’ll have to
see (Hart, personal interview, 7 November, 2008).
I see participation as a process of learning. And as a process of learning, when people
get knowledge they get empowered. Once they get empowered they can do things
for their own. So for me, participation has to have this component, empowerment
(Buvinich, personal interview, 7 November, 2008).
Empowerment is the process whereby you take a shy child and transform him or her
into a confident, self-assured young person, able to contribute effectively and
responsibly to society. When the process is followed carefully, an excellent team of
motivated young people is created, thrusting energy, vision and new life into adultdirected activity (Woollcombe, 1996: 1).
While it may be argued Woollcombe’s description of the empowerment process is a more
dated and fairly extreme case, the basic premise still carries through to the more recent
examples from the interviews. Empowerment, as understood in the above excerpts, relies
on particular assumptions about both the subject being acted upon and the subject
performing the action. It implies that not only is empowerment a way in which children are
‘transformed’, but that children are in need of transformation, into the ‘transformed’ and
‘rational’ state that adults presumably enjoy. The notion of children’s empowerment is
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therefore simultaneously essentialist and deficit-based. Successful empowerment appears
conditional upon its ability to produce predetermined outcomes; moreover, only those
subjects ‘doing the empowering’ are valorised. Insights from Kellett’s (et al46, 2004) work
bolsters this interpretation. A practitioner and lecturer in the Centre for Childhood,
Development and Learning at the Open University, in Kellett’s (et al, 2004: 332) view,
empowerment:
[G]oes beyond recognising children’s rights and acknowledging their expertise. It
involves providing opportunities for meaningful participation … the more
experienced and competent a child becomes through participation, the greater their
empowerment because their participation becomes more effective.
A similar understanding of empowerment was evident in Malone’s interview when she
discussed her work with children in Aboriginal communities. She identified a bind between
meeting the expectations of the participants and that of the university ethics committee,
stating:
So, in a way we couldn’t win, because we couldn’t win with the Aboriginal people
because they wanted to see that we had all that [collaboration in the design and
implementation of the research] built into the project, that it was totally able to be
controlled and managed by the Aboriginal communities, and we were allowing them
to be empowered and take that control … but the ethics committee wanted us to
show exactly what we were doing step-by-step, so they could have some way of
evaluating and monitoring our ethical behaviour while we were in there. So we sort
of got caught (Malone, personal interview, 6 August, 2008).
In this excerpt, as with those from Hart, Buvinich and Woollcombe, the capacity to make
decisions is conditional upon having been given the necessary skills through adult-led
participation, participants are ‘allowed’ to be empowered and ‘take’ control. Not only does
such language assume the community are not already in control, but that control is a
product which can be granted by others who are perceived to already possess it. There is
also an assumption here that the community not only have the capacity to take control, but
the desire.
Through the use of the term empowerment, the lines between what is deemed to be of
benefit to the individual and what is deemed to be of benefit to society are blurred, with the
46
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assumption that these two interests are mutually inclusive. It is questionable then whether
this use of the term empowerment is ‘truly’ transformative or whether it simply reinforces
the dominant discourse of responsible citizenship within the field of children’s participation.
Returning to children more specifically, this connection between responsibility and
empowerment is particularly evident in the concluding comments of Woollcombe’s (1996: 3)
article in which he states with notable certainty:
In every case, the degree of empowerment reflects the degree of responsibility
passed on to the young person. If they have little or no responsibility, they will
behave irresponsibly – unless there is an iron discipline to prevent them from so
doing. The more responsibility, and support and respect one gives to the young
person, the more responsible and rewarding will be their behaviour.
Such responsibilising understandings of empowerment have a range of logical implications.
Firstly, by focusing on ‘passing’ or ‘giving’ of responsibility as a one-way transmission from
adult to child, this potentially ignores or hides the complexities of adult-child relations and
the possibility that children may also impart something to their elders. Secondly, by equating
empowerment with a set of predetermined “responsible” and “rewarding” behaviours, it
also positions adults as not only the ultimate providers of empowerment, but deciders of its
nature and purpose. These are not consequences that can easily be sidestepped by inserting
‘child’ where it says ‘adult’, or changing the language from adult’s ‘empowering children’ to
children “empowering themselves”.
Even where attempts have been made to position children with a greater role as ‘providers
and deciders’ in their ‘own’ empowerment, without more fundamental scrutiny of the
conditions of empowerment, these attempts are still bound by its terms. For example,
drawing on the work of international NGO World Vision, an organisation supporting the
Gestores de Paz (Agents of Peace) movement in Colombia, Austin (2010: 247) describes the
aim of the work as constructing “a culture of peace led by children”. In order to maintain
their status as a symbol of peace, children are encouraged to ‘empower themselves’:
One of World Vision’s strategic objectives for Colombia is to prepare community
leaders – including children and adolescents – to develop a level of awareness of
social issues, along with their responsibilities as actors in the construction of peace in
their communities, ultimately resulting in people who are capable of empowering
themselves to feel and transform their real conditions. The Gestores de Paz
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movement is therefore a critical tool through which this objective can be realised
(Austin, 2010: 247).
This notion of children ‘empowering themselves’ was also drawn on by Shier in his
interview. For example, Shier (personal interview, 10 November, 2008) stated that “one of
the things that we’re trying to do is, rather than take the children’s messages on their
behalf, we empower the children to do it themselves”. This notion that “we” give children
ownership over their empowerment was highlighted in two other parts of Shier’s interview:
So these are young people, generally aged twelve upwards, who through a training
process have empowered themselves to the stage where they can share skills and
knowledge with other kids in the community according to their interests. And from
that they can go on to empower themselves to become actively involved in their
community, in their municipality (Shier, personal interview, 10 November, 2008).
I’m applying this to our work with CESESMA and looking at how it’s not either/or; it’s
that the kids organise in their own space, but they’re facilitated by people like us
who are helping them to actually work their own empowerment, or at least develop
their own capacities, so that they can then capably and confidently go along to the
municipal children and youth committee, or municipal development committee,
municipal environmental commission or whatever it is, where they can go on local
radio and denounce abuses or mistreatments, where they can not only develop and
produce and perform plays that raise taboo subjects like corporal punishment or
sexual abuse, but they can actually take those plays to the capital city and perform
them (Shier, personal interview, 10 November, 2008).
In using expressions such as “empower themselves” and children’s “own empowerment”,
the above description gives the impression that children are autonomous, while hiding the
underlying actions of adults upon which participation depends. Empowerment remains a
process for which children are given responsibility. Children are seen to empower
themselves, but this is still done “through a training process” which is “facilitated” by adults.
To empower implies there is an agent, somebody to do the empowering of the powerless
(whether that be through facilitation, support or training), and this is inevitably determined
by adults.
As the above analysis demonstrates, much of the reasoning behind adults’ perceived need
to ‘empower’ children and for children to empower themselves stems from an attempt to
break through “the web of paternalist, protectionist constructions that emphasize children
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as powerless dependents” (Woodhead, 1997: 80)47. A major tool through which this is
attempted is by replacing this dominant notion of children as ‘dependents’ with the notion
of children as ‘competent’.
Notions of ‘competence’ in reiterations of agency
Throughout the reiterations of empowerment outlined above is an understanding of
children as competent. Like empowerment, children’s ‘competence’ is a powerful and highly
popular idea reiterated within the field of children’s participation. The idea implies children
possess skills or knowledge required in order to actively participate in society. The notion of
children as ‘active participants’ rather than ‘passive recipients’ can be traced back to the
1970s and the urban planner Lynch’s Growing Up in Cities (1977) which has since been
revived and used as the basis of more recent work, namely UNESCO’s international project
of the same name. As part of his well-cited definition of an ideal city, Lynch (1977: 115)
states, “[a] good city is one in which children can grow and develop to the extent of their
powers; where they can build their confidence and become actively engaged in the world;
yet be autonomous and capable of managing their own affairs”. Three decades later, this
image of the autonomous and capable child is still heavily reiterated and promoted in the
field. Certainly as an education student Lynch’s ideas resonated strongly with my own and I
quoted him in presentations on more than one occasion. Yet, the more I took on a
poststructural perspective as a doctoral student, the more complicated this picture of the
competent child became.
As the following analysis will show, I have come to see how these reiterations of
competence, which attribute humanistic attributes to children which distinguish them from
adults, reflect what Foucault (1982) refers to as ‘dividing practices’. As organising principles
that explain how individuals (in this case children) become subjects, ‘dividing practices’ are
considered “an efficient means to facilitate actions on the actions of others because they
function to identify and isolate the individual” (Harwood, 2006: 83). As Foucault (1982: 777778) states:
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See also The State of the World’s Children Report (2006a: 75) and Stasiulis (2004-5: 22).
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I have studied the objectivising of the subject in what I shall call “dividing practices.”
The subject is either divided inside himself or divided from others. This process
objectivizes him”.
Taking this notion of ‘dividing practices’ into account, far from reflecting some kind of preexisting truth about the child as competent, I now see these recent reiterations as highly
conditional and produced through a range of dominant discourses which may be used to
both justify and hide a range of different (and sometimes competing and contradictory)
relationships between children and adults. Underlying these notions of autonomy and
competence, children may serve a number of functions, including functioning as a resource
for adults, as autonomous from adults, as equal to adults, or as better than adults. For
example, in a context where there is a primary focus on environmental sustainability or
urban planning, ‘competent’ children may function as resources for adults in the creation of
more sustainable environments. Consider the image of the child as ‘eco-agent’, educating
their parents on more environmentally friendly modes of transport or how to reduce their
use of electricity. However, in those contexts where the primary concern is advocacy and
rights, ‘competent’ children may be constituted as equal to adults. Consider the image of
the child ‘rights-bearer’ who exercises their right to protest when the local council cut down
their favourite tree. Fundamentally, in constituting children and adults all of these discursive
functions assume fixed differences between them. At the same time, they also assume fixed
similarities between individuals within the two groups. When too readily accepted without
critique, such conceptualisations potentially dichotomise children and adults.
A major consequence of objectifying children through dividing practices, is that these
reiterations of competence may hide the relations of power which shape the purpose and
‘conditions’ upon which this image of the child depend. According to Foucault (1982), and as
reflected in the following examples under analysis, these relations of power can take many
forms, including rational argumentation, and determine the conduct of others. Through
reiterations of competence, as with reiterations of empowerment, relations of power can
work to ‘responsibilise’ children as entrepreneurs in their own lives and the lives of others, a
popular strategy within neo-liberalism (Stasiulis, 2004). However, this does not necessarily
mean that the power exercised through these arguments works in opposition to the
interests of children, nor do power relations simply limit or remove options for children.
Power in this sense is not intrinsically ‘bad’ but simultaneously productive and exclusionary.
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In order to provide a more in depth look at the productive and exclusionary qualities of
these reiterations of competence, namely through operating as ‘dividing practices’ that
‘responsibilise’ children in accordance with particular discourses, I will now analyse
examples from the literature followed by the interviews, beginning with those that draw on
developmental discourses of childhood through to the sociological, which also merge with
dominant discourses of rights, citizenship and environmental sustainability.
Alongside others (e.g., Solberg, 1996; Alderson, 2000; Christensen and Prout, 2002),
Chawla’s arguments for supporting a view of children as competent shifts the focus from
age as the delineating factor (i.e. competence as innate), to social experience (i.e.
competence as developed). With a research background in environmental psychology,
Chawla’s (2001) writing draws on a developmental discourse to make meaning of children’s
competence in relation to their participation. Based on her discussions at an Oslo
symposium Children’s Participation in Community Settings, Chawla (2001: 4) identifies a list
of characteristics underpinning participatory settings at their best. A key recommendation
from this list is “[a]ssume competence, and build in supports for its development”. While
this recommendation would seem to suggest a view of competence as inherent to the child,
Chawla also emphasises that competence is made possible according to a range of
conditions, which she outlines in the following list:


Children have real responsibility and influence.



Children understand and have a part in defining the goals of the activity.



Children play a role in decision making and accomplishing goals.



Children are helped to construct and express their views, and are provided
with the information necessary to make informed decisions.



There is a fair sharing of opportunities to contribute and be heard.



The project creates occasions for the graduated development of competence.



The project sets up processes to support children’s engagement in issues
they initiate themselves.



The project results in tangible outcomes.

This list seems to indicate that for children’s experience to lead to competence, a significant
number of predetermined and rational conditions are required. For children to be deemed
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competent under these conditions they need to display informed, collaborative and
productive behaviours. These conditions act as a structure of possible action for children.
Further, there is a sense that it is the adult’s responsibility to ensure children can behave
competently, and ultimately adults who decide what “real” participation is. While these
developmentally based ideas produce a range of positive effects for children, it may also
exclude those children who fail to perform competently.
Like Chawla, Brighouse also draws on a developmental discourse to understand the notion
of children’s competence. He argues children’s competence is not innate, but developed
over time from experience. However, the conditions Brighouse describes are significantly
different to those described by Chawla. In fact, Brighouse uses the developmental discourse
alongside a rights discourse to justify why children should not have what he refers to as
“agency rights”. By “children’s agency rights” Brighouse (2002, 2003) draws on the human
rights researcher Sen (1982) who distinguishes between rights that pertain directly to
children’s well-being (i.e. ‘welfare rights’) and rights that are concerned with children acting
on their own judgments (i.e. ‘agency rights’). For example, in his book chapter, Brighouse
(2002: 46) states:
Children cannot come to be competent agents without some experience of agency.
They must have the experience of choice before it makes sense for them to be seen
as having the right to choice. I do not think this justifies children’s agency rights:
instead what it justifies is an obligation on parents (and the agencies of the state)
regularly to introduce children, as they age, to situations in which they can make
choices, and in which they should be protected ever less from the consequences,
until, on the cusp of being rights-holders, they should be protected from
consequences no more than adults are. . . . The child can be said to have a right to an
upbringing that prepares her for competent agency (which will include many
opportunities for agency) but not to have agency rights.
In putting forward his argument for why children’s agency rights are problematic, Brighouse
reinforces a strong distinction between adults and children and the sorts of choices each is
able to make. Children are deemed as lacking experience of agency compared with adults,
and as such, children are necessarily reliant on their exposure to adult’s choices in order to
make their own. Brighouse takes the view that children should be introduced to making
choices by adults “as they age” and be “protected” from the “consequences” of their
actions until they are “on the cusp of being rights-holders”. This suggests a fairly definitive
argument based on a strong merging of children’s rights and developmental discourses of
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childhood. Like with Chawla’s argument, such an argument is productive but in assuming
fixed identities for both children and adults it is also potentially quite limiting and may
exclude those children and adults who do not quite comply.
While the perceived importance of adults in ensuring the production of ‘competent
children’ is reflected elsewhere in the literature, Brighouse’s use of the argument to support
the idea that children’s participation should be restricted to consultation (Brighouse, 2003)
is not one which resonates with many others. In contrast to Brighouse, Jans (2004) does not
wish to “focus on the limitations” of children. Instead Jans (2004: 40) argues that gaining
insight into the way that “children actually help to shape their environment” is important
for future research and that this is only possible “when the competencies of children are
focused on and not their possible limitations”. However, Jans’ construction of the agentic
child could be seen as still underpinned by a developmental discourse and a fixed view of
children. For example, Jans (2004: 40) describes children as ‘active meaning-givers’ but also
maintains that there are differences between children and adults, stating:
Always and everywhere children are growing up. They are young and have less
experience in comparison to most adults of their environment. There is still a lot to
discover. This perhaps explains why children are of a very curious nature. They
manifest this curiosity diligently by actively giving meaning to their environment.
Children’s ability to learn while doing so is often astonishing. Although children are
almost continually learning, they go through life in a playful way, especially when
growing up in sufficiently stimulating circumstances. Actively giving meaning and
playing is what children did in the past and still do today. The games children play
and the world around them, to which they actively give meaning, is of course
determined by culture and time-set factors, but playfulness and giving meaning
could very well be a universal characteristic of children. This is important for a
children-sized concept of citizenship (Jans, 2004: 40).
While resistant to a deficit model of children, Jans’ argument could be seen to draw
significantly on humanistic conceptions of children, relying on fixed and universal
distinctions between children and adults which position (somewhat romantically) the
former as “curious” and “playful”, if “less experienced”. This suggests a ‘dividing practice’,
whereby Jans recognises children’s active role in making meaning but maintains a distinctly
developmental understanding of childhood which binds children to a predetermined
identity in opposition to adults.
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Other writers on children’s agency in relation to participation also make strong distinctions
between the competencies of adults and children (for example, Holzman, 1995 and Smith et
al, 2003). However, rather than playing down children’s limitations and positioning them as
“active meaning-givers” like Jans, these writers draw on their research in schools to argue
that children will act in accordance with what adults anticipate and desire of them; a selffulfilling prophecy. For example, based on his research with school children in the 1990s,
Holzman (1995) argues children are as competent as they are expected to be. A similar
argument is presented in a more recent case study of a school board in which children were
invited to participate (Smith et al, 2003). As part of constructing the meaning and ‘lessons
learnt’ from the study, Smith and colleagues (2003: 31) draw on the following quote from
one adult board member to emphasise how the attitudes and actions of adults affected the
school children’s participation:
I believe that it is what you expect, because if you don’t expect them to do anything,
or you don’t give them the responsibility, then they won’t do it. But if you do see
them as being the same as anyone else on the board then they’ll take their place and
rise to the challenge.
Underlying these arguments from Holzman (1995) and Smith (et al, 2003) there is an
assumption that competence can be ‘made’; that it is something innate that needs the
action and expectation of adults to bring it to emergence. As with the previous reiterations
mentioned, this suggests an argument based on a developmental discourse which
objectifies and responsibilises children. Children, according to this argument, will act
competently only when seen that way by adults, otherwise they “won’t do it”. Further, in
emphasising that children should be seen as “the same as anyone else on the board”, Smith
and colleagues construct the development of understanding as innately rational and
homogenous. This presents a very definitive idea of who children are and what they are
capable of doing. However, if we take the poststructural view that meaning is socially
constructed and multivalent, such understandings of how all children learn is inevitably
limited. While intending to foster children’s competence, this conceptualisation may
inadvertently exclude those children who, for whatever reason, may not want to or be able
to demonstrate competence in accordance with what is deemed appropriate by adults.
In moving beyond the limitations of developmentally based understandings of children’s
competence, many researchers draw on sociological discourses of childhood, namely the
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new sociology of childhood and the notion of children as unique ‘social actors’ (James and
Prout, 1997). However, in replacing one conceptualisation of children with another which
retains set distinctions between adults and children, these constructions of the child social
actor remain humanistic in nature and can operate as ‘dividing practices’ (Foucault, 1982).
Admittedly, far from immune to these objectifying reiterations, my own initial research in
this field was heavily influenced by this notion of children as ‘social actors’ and ‘agentic
citizens’. For example, in A Handbook of Children and Young People’s Participation (PercySmith and Thomas, 2010a), I co-authored a chapter with Malone, in which we argued,
“[w]hen considering children’s participation, and particularly children as change agents and
active citizens, we believe it is important to acknowledge children as capable and competent
agents who, with adults, can imagine and create projects around their lives, instead of the
projects that adults imagine and design for them” (Malone and Hartung, 2010: 31-2).
Underlying this argument is an assumption regarding the fixed competencies children are
seen to possess which ignores the structural constraints and discursive resources both
children and adults bring to participatory practices.
Within the literature, there are many examples of constructing children as social actors. For
example, in her discussion of agency in relation to children’s participation, Smith (2009: 259)
argues that childhood is “socially constructed” and that children should be acknowledged as
having the “capacity to act as independent social actors”. Smith draws on these
understandings to justify why children should be recognised as ‘citizens’, whereby the focus
is therefore on “creating space and opportunity for children to act ‘responsibly’, rather than
simply following directions”. In being and seeing themselves as “accountable for their
autonomous actions”, Smith (2009: 260) goes on to describe a number of implications:
The emphasis on the position of children as ‘social actors’ (Smith R, 2000) has as its
corollary the implication that they should, indeed, be held responsible for their
actions, however restricted their options might be in the light of structural
constraints. Interventions should thus be concerned to promote the autonomy of
young people, rather than restricting their opportunities to act responsibly. It is
perhaps important here to underline the point that ‘responsibility’ as a concept and
‘responsibilisation’ as a form of practice can and should be contrasted to those of
‘blame’ and punishment.
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While Smith (2009) does recognise the limitations and discrepancies of justice and welfare
models and understandings of children, the proposed solution is similarly partial. In
distinguishing between “blame and punishment” and “responsibility”, Smith’s argument
seems to suggest a process of responsibilisation and individualisation in which children are
to develop “ownership” over their lives in accordance with what is considered responsible
according to adults. Children’s role as “social actors” is thereby conditional on their being
able to act responsibly. As a result, wanting to emphasise children’s competencies and avoid
asking children to simply follow the directions of adults proves considerably challenging
when constructions of children remain predetermined. This points to a fundamental tension
in the sociological discourses of childhood discussed previously in phase one of this
genealogy. While criticising developmental views of a ‘becoming child’ and purporting that
childhood is a social construct, the new sociology of childhood also produces its own fixed
understanding of a rational child subject as ‘social actor’ which becomes a ‘dividing practice’
through which distinctions between adults and children are maintained and children
become self-regulating individuals.
Alongside sociological discourses of childhood, this notion of the child as ‘social actor’ is also
produced and shaped by discourses of children’s rights and citizenship. For example, in
arguing that children are “social actors and have much to contribute here and now”, Roche
(1999: 488) sees the language of children’s rights as “the beginning not the end”, whereby
“it is about respecting and valuing the contribution children make and have to make to the
world children and adults share: a world hitherto defined and imagined primarily in adult
terms – it is about power”. Drawing on citizenship discourses, Rizzini and Thapliyal (2007)
make a strong connection between children’s position as “social actors” and their civic
engagement. While this is couched in a liberatory ethic which is concerned with freeing
children from control, a concern from a poststructural perspective is the way they describe
children who do not take up this prescribed position, as a “threat” to “civic engagement”:
Early opportunities for democratic participation nourish a sense of collective
ownership and responsibility as well as skills to solve problems in collaborative ways.
Perhaps most importantly, children develop a belief in themselves as actors who
have the power to impact the adverse conditions that shape their lives. They develop
confidence and learn attitudes and practical lessons about how they can improve the
quality of their lives... Conversely the likelihood of civic engagement is deeply
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threatened by schools in which children feel powerless, alienated, shameful and
angry (Rizzini and Thapliyal, 2007: 85-6).
While the ideas Rizzini and Thapliyal put forward in this excerpt may produce many positive
benefits for children and adults, it may also hide those relations of power that shape what is
possible for children. In other words, the argument relies on the assumption that when
children believe themselves to be social actors they will necessarily act in accordance with
what will benefit civil society. As with my analysis of Smith (2009), this argument also
produces an ideal socially active child who is responsible for improving the quality of their
own lives.
While not directly referring to children as ‘social actors’, Fielding also draws on the notion of
responsibility in constituting the child. In his article Students as Radical Agents of Change,
Fielding (2001) identifies four different types of student: students as ‘data source’, as ‘active
respondents’, as ‘co-researchers’ and as ‘researchers’. While acknowledging that
“[d]ifferent levels and models will be appropriate at different times and in different
contexts”, Fielding (2001: 137) states:
Whilst this flexibility and variation is quite proper, it is, in any case, inevitably my
own view that the ‘students as researchers’ mode is linked to a set of assumptions
and values that are preferable to the other three levels and that its mode of being
offers a set of aspirations which are worthy of our energies and our support.
Students as Researchers [a school-based participatory initiative] valorizes and
extends a transformative notion of education at the heart of which lies the
commitment to teaching and learning as a genuinely shared responsibility.
In constructing both children and teachers as ‘researchers’, Fielding strives to rectify the
perceived lack of control children have within the school, promoting a notion of “genuinely
shared responsibility”. This encourages students and teachers to engage with each other as
fully rational subjects. Such language suggests a strong link to democratic discourses of
children’s citizenship whereby children are positioned as actively involved in shaping and
improving the structures within which they live. While these ideas may produce many
benefits for schools and students, the problem with such a view of children is that it may
also mask the complex relations of power which exist between teachers and children in the
school context while depoliticising the motives behind this notion of shared responsibility as
described by Fielding.
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While Fielding’s writing is now a decade old, this notion of “shared responsibility” remains a
strong idea within the field of children’s participation. For example, drawing on a case study
of the London Secondary School Councils Action Research Project in the UK, Yamashita and
Davies (2010: 237-8) argue that “significant achievements” occurred when a “new image of
students” was accepted, whereby children were positioned as, for example, “’professionals’
in their own right”, “experts in behaviour” and “authorities in their own learning”. This,
according to Yamashita and Davies (2010: 237), also involved a “shift in culture” within
educational institutions, where children were “treated as adults”. Such a shift, they argue,
was not immediate but based on a number of conditions: firstly, the ongoing development
of a range of different training activities to ensure the involvement of all students; and
secondly, the building and capitalising of adult participatory relationships across the school.
They suggest a conceptual model for school councils – ‘the student participation stool’ –
which has three legs based on three essential conditions: that all students are involved; that
they are involved in serious issues; and that they are viewed as professionals. Yamashita and
Davies (2010: 238) conclude by saying, “[i]t would be nice if all students could be ‘mistaken
for adults’”. This presents a fairly romantic ideal that has the potential to prove highly
contradictory, implying that children are somehow less valuable when not seen as adults.
This potentially homogenises children, excluding those who do not perform in accordance
with this adult-like image (examples of which will be described in closer detail in the ‘gaps
and fissures’ identified at the end of this section).
Alongside these reiterations of children as social actors who can and should share the
responsibility for improving their lives, another popular conceptualisation takes this one
step further whereby children are positioned as ‘change agents’ whose contribution is
unique and even more powerful than that made by adults. This is particularly popular within
research drawing on citizenship discourses and notions of environmental sustainability. For
example, in response to situations where the emphasis is on children’s “frailty and
dependence on adult (often outsider) expertise”, Boyden (2003: 11) suggests that the
“practical value” of understanding children as instead “resourceful” is that it “builds on
children’s strengths”. Boyden (2003: 11) goes on to argue that competence is central to
both children’s and adults’ wellbeing and therefore in order to foster the interests of
children who confront environmental adversity, policy “should try whenever feasible to
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reinforce the active role of children in their family and community and in all decisions and
processes affecting them”. While such a conceptualisation is not in itself ‘bad’, it does make
several assumptions: firstly, that it is simply a matter of viewing children in a certain way for
them to respond accordingly, and secondly, that when acting as “change agents”, children
will necessarily behave in accordance with the change seen by environmentalists or activists
as beneficial for all.
In Checkoway and Gutierrez’s (2006) article on youth participation and community change,
there is also a strong focus on children’s active role in building communities through
perceiving children as “resources” for change. Again, this conceptualisation is presented as
an important way in which to move beyond popular conceptualisations in the media and
social sciences which portray young people as problems. Checkoway and Gutierrez (2006: 2)
view these popular conceptualisations as problematic because young people are likely to
accept these adult images of their deficiencies “rather than viewing themselves as agents of
change”.

Consequently,

as

a

“significant

alternative”

to

this

deficit-centred

conceptualisation of children, Checkoway and Gutierrez (2006: 3) support a view of children
as “competent citizens with a right to participate and a responsibility to serve their
communities”. Conceptualising children in this way is seen as fundamental to enabling
children to “make a difference”, producing “tangible benefits” for themselves while also
helping to “develop healthier communities” (Checkoway and Gutierrez, 2006: 3). Such
language seems to suggest strong links to democratic discourses of children’s citizenship,
whereby children’s value is conditional on their functioning in accordance with that which
meets the needs of society as a whole.
Positioning children as central to societal development can also be seen in Tranter and
Sharpe’s (2007: 194) conceptualisation of children as “important social agents” and “part of
the solution” in the global response to peak oil, whereby taking children’s views into
account “may help provide longer term solutions to peak oil than adults might be able to
generate on their own”. In this context, children’s participation is seen as a way of teaching
children “the skills needed to survive in a world where ‘the state’ cannot provide all our
needs” (Tranter and Sharpe, 2007: 194). Subsequently, and as with the examples previously
discussed, this image of the child, while deemed liberating for the child, is contingent upon
the child developing particular skills, responsibilities and particular world views:
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If children are to become important social actors in a post peak oil world, then they
might be more involved in local food production, local composting and recycling, or
repairing solar or wind powered generating systems48.
Tranter and Sharpe (2007: 195) go on to argue that “involving children as capable social
actors, through a recognition of their rights to participation, may help provide the creative
responses we need to cope with the world’s looming energy crisis”. Drawing on rights and
environmental discourses, there is an assumption in these excerpts that children’s views will
always be in line with the best interests of the environment as espoused by the authors.
Furthermore, in constructing children in this way, Tranter and Sharpe also make reference
to their “taking over” of state responsibility. However, such romantic reiterations of children
may give the impression that children are self-initiating these activities, that they are
somehow immune to the political structures that have prevented adults from making
change. A similar issue can also be seen in the aptly-titled article Children in the Driver’s Seat
(Lolichen et al, 2006) which describes a participatory initiative developed in India. Citing a
report by The Concerned for Working Children (CWC), the article describes this initiative as a
“unique revolution” whereby children “not only participated, but also led the way for adults
to participate” (Lolichen et al, 2006: 348). Indeed Lolichen and colleagues (2006: 357)
contend, “[c]hildren have started a revolution for change and the adult world is yet to catch
up with them and respond adequately”. Yet it is clear children are not working in complete
isolation from adults. As Lolichen (et al, 2006) explains, this particular initiative began when
two sites, an NGO49 (The Concerned for Working Children, India) and a university (Durham
University, UK) came together, initiating projects with working children which were then
taken to a third site, the state. Given these contingent sites, participation is understood in
two ways. Firstly, participation is described as “a process that continuously needs to be reevaluated, altered and evolved according to their [children’s] needs” (Lolichen et al, 2006:
356). Secondly, participation is presented as a means through which children can be
“successfully” active in “democratic processes”, whereby they lead “the way to making
governments accountable” (Lolichen et al, 2006: 357). There is an assumption, therefore,
48
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While I use the term NGO, the article more specifically refers to the CWC as a “secular, democratic, national,
private development agency working in partnership with working children, their communities, and local
governments to implement viable, comprehensive, sustainable and appropriate solutions” (Lolichen, 2006:
357).
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that these two things are in line; that the interests of children will be consistent with the
interests of democracy. Consequently, by romanticising the children’s role as ‘leaders’, the
article downplays the underlying relations of power between these sites which have
enabled the production of these ‘child revolutionaries’, hiding the connection between the
political agendas of the adults and the intended purpose of children’s leadership. By
implication, children will likely only be viewed as leaders so long as they are contributing to
a democratic political agenda for ‘change’. A child who questions, resists or chooses not to
take up such an agenda is excluded.
Finally, referring to his research into the Working Children and Adolescents’ Movements in
Latin America, Liebel (2007) also positions children as isolated from, and therefore central
to, the critiquing of the political mainstream. Liebel (2007: 60) describes children as
“protagonists”, a fairly romantic term which is often used to reference a lead character or
hero in a narrative, who are key players in the “transformation of society as a whole”.
“When young people act as protagonists”, Liebel (2007: 60) argues, “they deeply question
the paternalistic structures of adult-dominated society”. This argument suggests that when
children question the status quo, they operate in isolation from adults; children are
somehow impartial and untouched by dominant “paternalistic” discourses. Yet, as actions
purportedly resulting in societal transformation, this is also strongly directed by particular
political agendas. The notion of children as simultaneously competent protagonists and
symbols of a brighter future blurs the line between participation for the benefit of children
and participation for the benefit of the community. Further, there is an assumption that
children will be ‘protagonists’ of a particular interest group’s position, with little room for
children’s actions to divert from this goal. It is, in this sense, a ‘dividing practice’ whereby
the child, through their participation, is involved in their own objectification.
During the interviews the majority of informants drew on similar images of children as
identified in the literature excerpts above. For example, Horelli spoke about children as
‘environmental agents’ and ‘eco-social planners’; Malone described children as community
‘activists’; September as the ‘forerunners of the liberation’; Shier as ‘capable’, ‘competent’
and ‘expert advisors’; Kinoshita as ‘active’ and ‘creative’; and Hart as ‘lasting protagonists’
and democratic ‘agents’. What these adjectives have in common is a persuasive belief in the
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rationality that children both possess and display. This was particularly well illustrated in
Shier’s interview.
In describing his consultancy work with public museums in the UK, Shier stated “our theory
was that the people that really know what is child friendly and what isn’t, are obviously the
children” and “[s]o, if you want to bring in expert advisors to help you make something child
friendly, the expert advisors you bring in should be kids, the consultants you’re hiring to do
this should be children” (Shier, personal interview, 10 November, 2008). That an individual,
child or otherwise, is in the position to know what is best for them, is likely a difficult moral
value to contest. However, this “theory” is potentially quite limiting and relies on the
assumption that a singular truth can be found through an untainted experience. From a
poststructural perspective, these experiences are necessarily partial and constructed
through discourses.
The view of children as experts and their role was further elaborated on when Shier
compared his experience in the United Kingdom with his participatory work in Nicaragua:
I think that one of the factors that greatly helps our work in Nicaragua is that
children are more capable and competent and confident and trusted to do things, so
I think in societies like this (i.e. the UK), we need to try and accept more children and
young people’s competency to do things, and not be so scared of the fact that they
don’t always do things the way we would’ve done them. It doesn’t mean that they
haven’t done them right, because they’ve done them from their perspective and in
their way (Shier, personal interview, 10 November, 2008).
Here, viewing children as “capable”, “competent”, “confident” and “trusted” is seen as a
major factor in producing children whose behaviours are conducive to effective
participatory practices. This suggests children who have not been trusted to do things, who
lack confidence or competence, are less likely to suit a participatory role.
Underlying these reiterations of the competent child, there remains a romantic desire to
shape children in accordance with what is seen to be needed by a particular discourse. For
example, in Lorenzo’s interview he described himself as “a romantic”. Reflecting on this, he
somewhat jokingly stated that “the whole world was terrible” and that children “might be
able to help us, you know, to think about different ways of developing cities, or whatever
the themes were that we were involving them in”. Lorenzo contrasted this with the
approach taken by advocacy planners, whom he described as “people who considered
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themselves experts, although we are too, but you know, experts that could teach and help
lay people, or non-experts, children, to do things better”. This suggests that, for Lorenzo,
children are experts, but this is contingent upon their ability to make the world a better
place. There is an assumption here that children, as innocents, can see the ‘truth’ of the
world and can therefore help adults change that world for the better.
In another example of children conceptualised as competent citizens, an essay by Hart from
the mid-1990s (Hart, 1995: 5) argues “children need to see themselves as the makers of a
new geography” and that “[b]y learning to look critically at their own environment and the
many different forces, both local and global, which impact upon it, they are more likely to
become the kind of lasting protagonists we need for the environment in the 21 st century: a
world with greater equity in the use of natural resources and with democratically managed,
sustainable, communities”. Similarly, an article co-authored by Hart states:
It was our belief in designing this study that opportunities for children to act as
agents in their own organisations offers the potential for a much more effective,
authentic and sustainable approach to actively learning about rights and how to
collaborate as more self-determining and caring citizens (Rajbhandary, Hart and
Khatiwada, 1999: 8).
A major difficulty with these conceptualisations of children from the informants is that, like
many of the examples from the literature, they rely on the assumption that children are
somehow unaffected by, or isolated from, the same political, social and cultural influences
which affect adults. This downplays the role of particular discourses which have played a key
role in defining the conditions within which children can operate. In this sense, these
reiterations of competence, while intended to liberate children, work as dividing practices
which objectify children. While, as noted in the introduction to this section, significant
attempts have been made to reconceptualise and analyse the complex relationship
between agency and structure (e.g., Giddens, 1984; Douglas, 1987; Goetz, 1996), this has
had little impact on reiterations of competence drawn on in the field of children’s
participation.
In romanticising, generalising and predetermining with such certainty how children should
and can act, the above reiterations of competence from the literature and interviews
conceptualisations operate as ‘dividing practices’ which objectify children according to
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particular discourses. Children are objectified, and asked to objectify themselves, in ways
which may hide or ignore differences between children, while simplifying complex relations
of power which exist in a particular context. Simply conceptualising responsibility as
belonging solely to children or as ‘shared’ between children and adults may underplay the
differences in motivation, interest and interconnectedness. While no doubt productive and
beneficial for many children who are able to and want to participate in accordance with
these reiterations, they also exclude those who may, for example, find it easier and more
beneficial not to participate. Just like participation, non-participation can be a ‘rational’
conscious strategy or an unconscious practice embedded in everyday routines and
acceptance of particular cultural norms. Consequently, focusing on children as ‘agentic’ and
competent only through their ‘active’ participation in particular activities, excludes the
possibility of behaving in unforeseen ways. In the process of excluding alternative ways in
which children might act or think, such conceptualisations of the child as agentic also hide
the ways in which their seemingly ‘autonomous’ and ‘rational’ behaviour are serving the
agendas of others. This means that children, rather than being the ‘social agents of change’,
may be more likely to act and think in alignment with the status quo or the environmental,
social and political interests of those who recruit them into participation.
Across all of the above excerpts, the reiterations of children – as ‘competent’, ‘capable’,
‘responsible’, ‘social actors’ etc – reinforces a universal and romantic notion of the child.
Achieving the particular objectives associated with the above arguments (a working
democracy and sustainable development, for example) requires that adults see children as
contributors to a more sustainable world, and indeed that children see themselves as
contributors to a more sustainable world. Underlying these requirements is an assumption
that not only will children participate in accordance with the agendas of others (namely
adults), but that adults will respond appropriately to their participation. Such an approach
draws on a humanistic view of children that potentially ignores the political structures that
both shape and constrain any rational position. Children are given the opportunity to be
self-determining citizens, just so long as their actions conform to the objectives of others.
This is a logical inconsistency that may homogenise ‘the child’ and ‘children’ while
overlooking how life circumstances might circumscribe what is possible and how children
might be and act.
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Such partial understandings of children will enable only partial possibilities for future
practice. The ‘ideal children’ of participatory forums leaves out those children who do not
‘fit’ or act in accordance with particular agendas or morals. Such understandings make it
difficult to account for the ways in which children (and adults) are likely to oscillate between
a variety of often contradictory roles depending on the context and may be positioned as
both competent and incompetent, victims and offenders, rational and irrational,
irresponsible and responsible.
Gaps and fissures in reiterations of agency
As a sedimented effect of a reiterative or ritual practice, sex acquires its naturalized
effect, and, yet, it is also by virtue of this reiteration that gaps and fissures are
opened up as the constitutive instabilities in such constructions, as that which
escapes or exceeds the norm, as that which cannot be wholly defined or fixed by the
repetitive labor of that norm (Butler, 1993: 10).
If we take that the agentic child is a “sedimented effect” of a reiterative practice, produced
and constrained by a dominant set of humanistic ideas, a key way in which to challenge
these norms and allow for other ways of thinking is to highlight the intrinsic instability of this
reiterative process and the “gaps and fissures” which are opened up as a result.
Drawing attention to the limitations of reiterations of empowerment and competence is not
to suggest the participatory work described is not important and productive with the
potential to build children’s capacities. Rather, the concern here is with how these
reiterations may inadvertently limit what is possible in the field of children’s participation. As
the examples above indicate, reiterations of empowerment and competence produce and
reproduce a highly conditional practice, one that encourages children to take greater control
over their lives while simultaneously constituting the ways in which children should act.
In recognising these partialities, structural conditions, and logical inconsistencies underlying
notions of the empowered and competent child, the question must then be asked: how
might we begin to think differently? Answering such a question is far from straightforward
given how strong these well-intended humanistic, sometimes romantic reiterations of
children as rational social actors have become. Fortunately, as Butler (1993) contends,
although an idea, in this case of children as competent and empowered may be strong, by
virtue of its apparent need to be reiterated, it remains unstable with acceptance never fully
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achieved. No repetition is a perfect reproduction. It is through the instability of the
reiterative process that non-complying perspectives (i.e. ‘gaps and fissures’) emerge. In
other words, as notions of empowerment and competence are reiterated through
performance, the reiteration also produces instabilities. Such instabilities, according to
Butler (1993: 10), escape or exceed the norm and “cannot be wholly defined or fixed by the
repetitive labor of that norm”. Consequently, I will now shift my attention to those ‘bodies
that do not quite comply’ with these reiterations of empowerment and competence.
While there are no doubt numerous examples of ‘non-complying perspectives’ within the
field, I have selected five notable, relatively recent and culturally diverse ‘cases’ from the
literature and one of the interviews (Bessell, 2007; Stasiulis, 2004; Liebel, 2007; White and
Choudhury, 2010; Martin, personal interview, 2009) which provide a refreshing and not so
definitive and straightforward understanding of children’s agency. These ‘messier’ cases
draw on experiences with children whose circumstances do not reflect the words reiterated
in the excerpts previously discussed. This collection of cases also represents an array of
culturally diverse regions from across the globe, including the ‘developed’ (Canada and the
United Kingdom) and ‘developing’ (the Philippines, Bangladesh and Latin America). In
selecting these examples my intention is to not only highlight the gaps and fissures which
exist within the field regarding the notion of competent children, but to explore how these
differing perspectives provide insights into how we might be able to go beyond the
limitations of current reiterations of children in order to achieve a more complex and
nuanced understanding of children and participatory practice, one which embraces the
diversity and messiness of political action.
Case one: children dealing with exceptionally traumatic experiences
In her experience of NGOs working in the area of children’s participation in the Philippines,
Bessell (2007) notes some significant reservations with conceptualising children as capable
of handling conventionally ‘adult’ tasks. Drawing on the Barangay Councils for the
Protection of Children, in which each council includes a child representative, Bessell brings
attention to the heavy expectations placed on children, involving experiences that anyone,
regardless of age, could find potentially quite upsetting if not given the relevant support or
resources. As Bessell (2007: 10-11) states:
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In some Barangay, enormous responsibility falls to the Council’s child representative.
For example, if a child is removed from a situation of abuse, the child representative
may be called upon to make hospital visits or accompany the child to the police
station. Some NGO representatives expressed concern that this level of
responsibility and involvement has the potential to overburden and traumatise
children.
In this excerpt Bessell paints a much messier view of children’s agency, moving away from a
romantic and narrow view of successful participation as simply a matter of seeing children
as competent by drawing attention to the impact of contextual constraints. In this case,
where participation has the potential to “overburden and traumatise”, assuming children’s
competence (or adults’, for that matter) in dealing with such a situation is not necessarily in
their best interests and may be as limiting conceptually as assuming children’s
incompetence. This is a point neatly contended by Bessell (2007: 11), who argues:
The misgivings expressed by a number of participants in this study suggest that the
converse of the problematic conceptualisation of children as lacking in competence
and capability is the equally problematic romanticisation of children as fully
equipped to assume complete responsibility and to act in unfamiliar environments
without support. Finding a balance between these polarised views of children
remains a challenge. The failure, in some instances, to establish a middle-ground
that is workable in practice is a barrier to forms of participation that result in
meaningful and positive participatory experiences for children.
What this case suggests is that reiterating notions of empowerment and competence in
relation to children may actually prevent participation from providing what it intends to
achieve. In accepting these potential contradictions and striving for a “middle-ground”
which is responsive to context, Bessell’s position represents a ‘gap and fissure’ within
popular reiterations of agency that offers one new way of thinking.
Case two: children who are seeking refugee status
Constituting children as empowered and competent decision-makers also proved a barrier
to the children described in Stasiulis’ (2004: 2) research about how Canadian policy has
responded to the UNCRC and the “emergent model of the child citizen as an active
participant”. While maintaining a fairly positive view of the impact of children’s rights in
Canada, Stasiulis (2004) acknowledges a number of tensions and contradictions which
emerge when constituting children as active citizens. Stasiulis (2004: 2) questions whether
children’s rights are meant to enable children to act as adult citizens or whether some of
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these rights are “defined precisely by their difference from adults”. In recognising the twosided nature of implementing this model of children’s agency, Stasiulis draws on the
example of refugee children who seek special protection when arriving in Canada:
On the one hand, it [the recognition of children’s agency] has been used to
prosecute minors as adults, and to ‘responsibilise’ children, a common strategy
within neo-liberalism. As examined in this paper in the case of refugee
determination processes, the exercise of volition among persons under age 18 has
been used by courts to deny children special rights to protection as children, as well
as acceptance as bona fide refugees, thus barring them from access to civil, political
and social citizenship rights. On the other hand, the expression of human agency in
children’s movements shows children actively contesting and making their own
social and political spaces in order to further the protection and participation rights
of the world’s children (Stasiulis, 2004: 2).
As with the previous cases described, while Stasiulis does recognise the positive outcomes
that can be achieved through children’s constitution as active and competent agents, this
example also presents a strong argument for why an unequivocal acceptance of the notion
of children’s agency can, in some circumstances, work against children’s best interests.
Case three: children living in potentially violent climates
In Liebel’s (2007) article Paternalism, Participation and Children’s Protagonism he draws on
his experiences of the Working Children and Adolescents Movements in Brazil, Colombia
and other parts of Latin America. While these movements have existed for over thirty years
and have produced numerous positive outcomes for children during that time, Liebel’s
article also illustrates the significant life-threatening dangers participating children may
face. Liebel (2007) argues that even though these children are informed of their rights and
are on the surface able to actively defend and demand these rights, such actions can have
serious political consequences.
In some countries, children who defend themselves against abusive practices and
demand their rights run the risk of being silenced by violent means. For example, in
Brazil, the protagonists of the street children’s movement became the target of
death squadrons, and several of them have already been killed. Similar aggressions
towards active young people, particularly those living in poor neighborhoods, can be
observed in Colombia, Guatemala, and El Salvador (Liebel, 2007: 60-61).
While this is perhaps an extreme case, what this example suggests is that simply knowing
one’s rights, and even being externally empowered, reassured of one’s agency and
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competence by others, does not necessarily equate to the fulfilment of these rights in all
circumstances. However, Liebel’s account also does not suggest children’s participation
should be dismissed altogether, rather it sits with these complications between children and
structural barriers, rather than focusing on one or the other.
Case four: children who exhibit violent behaviours
Illustrating another case of ‘non-compliance’ with popular reiterations of children’s
competence, White and Choudhury’s chapter in A Handbook of Children and Young People’s
Participation (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010a)50 presents quite a different take on
children’s agency, this time in relation to problems between participating children, as well as
with external structures. White and Choudhury (2010) draw on their extensive experience
of, and involvement with, a boys’ organisation in Bangladesh51; an organisation which, if
assessed according to popular typologies of children’s participation52, could be viewed as
representing an authentic and successful participatory process. However, although the boys
could be seen to be participating in self-initiated activities and shared decision-making with
other children and NGOs, not all of these collaborations were harmonious. In fact, as White
and Choudhury describe, after speaking with some of the members it became clear that
some of the boys were bullying other members and in some cases using physical violence. In
recognising how this violent behaviour had become ‘normalised’ due to the boys’ own
experiences of violence, White and Choudhury (2010: 48) question the notion that
“children’s agency can be understood as autonomous, untouched by the structure or
culture through which it arises”. In recognising the unique cultural circumstances within
which this participatory work operates, White and Choudhury’s argument also draws
attention to the complex relations of power which operate as ‘dividing practices’ in the
constitution of children. As White and Choudhury (2010: 48-49) contend:
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Interestingly, this chapter in Percy-Smith and Thomas’ (2010a) book is preceded by the chapter I wrote with
Malone, analysed previously in this section and in which we describe children as “capable and competent
agents” (Malone and Hartung, 2010: 31-2).
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This particular research by White and Choudhury has also received significant attention in phase one of this
genealogy under the ‘NGOs’ section.
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See introductory chapters of this thesis for a description and analysis of these models (for example, Hart,
1992; Rocha, 1997; Jensen, 2000; Shier, 2001; Reddy and Ratna, 2002).
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Reflecting on violence suggests that the agency of children and others in promoting
‘child participation’ needs to be analysed in relation to the resources on which it
draws, and the structures out of which it – and they – arise. It also means that we
need to sit apart from approaches that set children off as essentially different from
adults – especially when it comes to power differences among them, whether of age,
class, gender, ethnicity, race, size or simple force of personality.
This example suggests that there are circumstances in which children may not only be seen
as victims of the violence and legal regulations of adults, but can in fact be perpetrators
themselves. Allowing for the possibility of children being both victims and perpetrators
suggests a shift away from the focus that is placed on differentiating children from adults.
So while this scenario suggests that children, like adults, have the potential to participate in
ways which are beneficial to themselves and others, children, like adults, will not always or
necessarily fulfil this potential due to contextual factors and resource constraints. These as
White and Choudhury highlight in their article, have a significant impact on the form
children’s participation takes.
The critical issue is not the exclusion of adults --- in fact, children who have grown up
in very difficult circumstances may need an adult presence to support their choice to
act differently. Rather, the issue is the resources on which the children can draw.
These include any adults who support them and the political commitments those
adults have, as well as the social, political, economic and institutional contexts in
which they are set (White and Choudhury, 2010: 49).
In recognising the need to go beyond apolitical and dichotomising ‘truths’ about adults and
children, White and Choudhury highlight the central role of power and resources in these
participatory contexts, a role which is in danger of being dismissed or devalued in popular
reiterations of children’s agency that push for children’s autonomy. That children may need
support from adults is not seen as a failure of the participatory process, but a productive
and inevitable aspect. While White and Choudhury do not make any direct references to
Foucault53, their writing rests upon a very different conceptualisation of power compared
with that of these popular reiterations of agency. Rather than something which children do
or do not possess, White and Choudhury’s more complex reading of agency allows for a
conceptualisation of power as relational, dynamic and contextual.
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In theorising around the notion of agency White and Choudhury do, however, reference Lee (2001) who
references the poststructural work of Deleuze and Guattari.
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Case five: children with physical and intellectual disabilities
In addition to the above ‘gaps and fissures’ identified from the literature on children’s
participation, the interview with Martin also illustrated ‘non-compliance’ with strongly held
ideas around children’s competence and agency. At the time of our interview Martin was
Senior Development Officer for the Council for Disabled Children in the United Kingdom,
and was undertaking doctoral research in the area of children’s participation, and
particularly participation of children with disabilities. Similar to the examples from the
literature above, in describing her experiences of participation with children living with
disabilities, Martin was strongly resistant to the adult/child binary which she saw as
resulting when children are judged according to their autonomy and competence. This was
particularly evident when I met with her at the end of a one-day conference on children’s
participation— a conference predominantly concerned with children’s leadership. Reflecting
on one of the discussion groups from the day, she stated:
Yeah, so I don’t see, I don’t think it’s like... Because there was that question of, you
know, children leaders versus adult leaders [a topic assigned to a discussion group
from the conference]. Well actually, I don’t think there’s an either/or (Martin,
personal interview, 13 November, 2008).
As an alternative to this perceived “either/or” approach, Martin suggested a more dynamic
and supportive collaboration between adults and children in which individual competencies
are shared according to what is perceived as needed. As Martin went on to describe:
I think actually it’s about partnership working, about working together. I have skills
that young people, that some young people don’t have, or have experience just by
default of being older or from the things that I’ve done, that young people might not
have, it’s about me sharing that with them, it’s not about me dictating to them what
should be done. Or saying to them “right, it’s all up to you now, see ya, go and get on
with it yourselves”. It’s not sharing that. You know, some of the research I did with
young people with learning difficulties, and the kind of key messages that came out
from them were, we need you to help us learn, and actually you do know things and
you’ve done things that we haven’t done yet, and we want you to share that with us,
so that we can feel confident in doing that for ourselves. Rather than just saying to
us, you know, “here’s a hundred quid, you know, whatever, sod off and do it
yourselves”. Actually we need to learn from you and work with you, and I think that
comes back to that whole relationship again, that actually it’s about working
together, and sharing those fields of expertise that you both have, rather than just
saying it’s one or the other, because that’s oversimplified, you can’t (Martin,
personal interview, 13 November, 2008).
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In this excerpt the libertarian approach taken by some adults when working with children, in
which the latter are seen to be left to work it all out for themselves, comes under scrutiny.
However, and more importantly for the purposes here, Martin also critiqued the opposite
extreme of this authoritarian approach, questioning the effectiveness of situations in which
children are essentially left to their own devices without any recognition of their need for
support. Further breaking down the binary between adults and children, Martin went on to
describe her own need for support as an adult, stating, “I go to my doctor for expertise that
I don’t have, it’s not about him dictating what I should and shouldn’t do, but I got to draw
on his experience and then make my own decision” (Martin, personal interview, 13
November, 2008). In the following quotes Martin highlights the inevitability of every
individual ‘making mistakes’ and not necessarily ‘learning from the experience’:
And even things like, you know, going out and drinking. Well, they’re [young people
with disabilities over the age of 18] old enough, these people are old enough to
drink, yet they’re often prevented from having more drinks, yet, okay we all wake up
with hangovers the next morning, we all regret it, but they should have the same
freedom to make that same choice. And learn from it or not. We don’t all learn from
it, I certainly haven’t, so why should they? Do you know what I mean? (Martin,
personal interview, 13 November, 2008).
Through this self-reflection and critique, Martin complicated the labelling of people, both
adults and children, as autonomous agents by acknowledging the way in which any one
source of knowledge is necessarily partial. In so doing Martin resisted both essentialising
extremes: the notion of children as dependent and irrational and the more humanistic
notion of children as independent and rational. In this way, individuals, both children and
adults, are positioned as simultaneously rational and irrational, which varies according to a
range of unfixed contextual factors.
As an extension of this discussion, Martin saw competency as a “huge issue”, arguing “the
minute you start to think of either competent or incompetent, then by default you’re going
to rule out a lot of children and young people”. This was a point that dominated much of the
interview:
If you’re talking about disabled children and young people, they have that added
thing of, well not only they’re a child, but they’re also disabled, so hell, how can they
participate? Because they’re not competent, they can’t make a decision. And it’s
about looking at, I think you know, the limitations of participation is that it can only
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be like when a child tells you directly, “I want to do this, I want to do that. I am
making this decision”, and they express that directly (Martin, personal interview, 13
November, 2008).
This description from Martin illustrates how notions of children’s competence may actually
work against their best interests and inhibit their capacity and inclination to participate.
Children’s competence, as it is described here, is a notion fundamentally constructed and
judged by adults, and is therefore potentially limited to what those adults know and
experience themselves, in this case, verbal forms of expression.
In recognising the contextual limitations of competence, another key aspect of Martin’s
critique was the notion of ‘responsibility’. During the conference, a major theme had been
the empowerment of children in order to enable them to be in control, responsible and
make the right decisions. In her interview Martin expressed a concern with this notion of
producing responsible children:
And there’s the whole thing about accountability, or what happens if something goes
wrong, who’s going to be responsible? It’s that kind of fear that we prevent people
from doing stuff because it might come back and we might get sued. Well actually,
you’re denying them a basic human right, which is the right to make that mistake
and cock up and you know, we all do that (Martin, personal interview, 13 November,
2008).
This excerpt from Martin’s interview highlights what may be hidden or excluded in the name
of empowerment. In purporting for the “right to make that mistake”, Martin brings into
question the assumption that leading an empowered (and therefore responsible) existence
is desirable or even achievable. In highlighting how this has the potential to actually “prevent
people from doing stuff” rather than liberate, Martin acknowledges not only children’s right
to “cock up”, but that “we”, the adults also practice that right. Far from being innately
rational beings, Martin’s discussion reflects a far more complex understanding of both
children and adults.
Conclusion to the reiterations of agency
Highlighting these “gaps and fissures” in the reiterations of agency suggests the need to
move beyond a depoliticised version of empowerment and competence as innately positive,
beyond the assumption that ‘empowering children’ or perceiving children as competent will
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automatically and transparently achieve liberatory outcomes. However, such a critique does
not imply a complete rejection of children as agentic subjects. As Butler (1992: 4) contends:
To refuse to assume … a notion of the subject from the start is not the same as
negating or dispensing with such a notion altogether; on the contrary, it is to ask
after the process of its construction and the political meaning and consequentiality
of taking the subject as a requirement or presupposition of theory.
In refusing to assume, simplify or romanticise the notion of children’s agency, the above five
cases represent examples of key ‘gaps and fissures’ in the field of children’s participation.
There are potentially innumerable factors that have enabled these particular researchers
and practitioners to ‘think differently’ about children as a subject. However, a major factor
which seems fundamental to all of these cases in enabling them to see the “subject’s
fictionality” (Davies, B., 1997: 272), is their firsthand experiences with children who are
dealing with contextually-specific circumstances (from physical impairments to political
unrest). This is a theme repeated in relation to other gaps and fissures in the reiterations to
follow.

3.1.4 Reiterations of ‘voice’ in the field of children’s participation
Introduction
At the Children’s Hearing at the Earth Summit in 1992, a twelve-year-old girl from Rwanda,
Marthe Olive, spoke about the problems her country was facing. Gribble (2008: 66), an
attendee at the Hearing, described it as follows:
This speech was translated from French into Portuguese by a professional translator.
He began in the expressionless way interpreters speak, occasionally hesitating over a
choice of word, sounding like a student doing a translation exercise, and then
suddenly he was overcome by the meaning of what he was saying, and he was
unable to go on. When the audience appreciated his emotion they applauded, and
he went on a little before having to stop again, and then finished the last couple of
sentences with an incoherent rush ending in tears. ... Al Gore later commented on
this incident, and said he had been much moved. He attributed the interpreter’s
emotion to fully realising the pain and the suffering in her homeland that this young
girl was describing.
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This one moment at the Earth Summit demonstrates the power of Olive’s words on those
listening (and translating). Interpreting this experience, for Gribble the power of Olive’s
words was not so much in their ‘newness’, but in the way that the words confronted the
adults in the room with issues that could normally be avoided or ignored. According to
Gribble (2008: 66), “[a]dults are trained to accept political explanations, to foresee
complications, to put power before people, but when they actually listen with respect to
someone who does none of these things, they see at once how wrong they have been.” This
story provides one example of how productive power can be. How far this goes will be
examined in this section of the thesis.
Given powerful and personal stories like this, it is perhaps not surprising that the notion of
children’s voice has come to have such a strong presence within understandings of
children’s participation. Quoted voices of children are scattered throughout various
manuals, books, articles and reports produced by the UN, NGOs, the state and the academy,
often used as provocative opening statements or pulled out from the body of the text and
enlarged54. In addition, reiterations of ‘voice’ were also present throughout the interviews
with informants from the field.
Like the reiterations of agency described in the previous section, the notion of children’s
voice is an often highly romanticised and unquestioned concept which is fundamental to the
meaning of the field. For many, children’s participation means setting up conditions for
children to express themselves, to contribute and have a voice. While diverse views
certainly exist, the notion of children’s voice is most often underpinned by a number of
convictions: that children have a unique voice; that children’s insights warrant both the
attention and the response of adults; and, that children should be afforded opportunities to
speak out to actively shape their environment (Cook-Sather, 2007).
Given its prevalence in the literature on children’s participation, children’s voice may be
seen as an idea with recent origins. However, the notion of voice emerged much earlier in
the twentieth century, especially in liberal or progressive educational philosophies and
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See for example, the UN’s State of the World’s Children reports (e.g., UNICEF, 2003, 2006b, 2010a) or the
NSW Commission for Children and Young People’s Built4Kids: a Good Practice Guide to Creating Child-Friendly
Built Environments (2009).
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practices. As Rudduck (2007: 588) states, “[s]tudent voice may be presented as a novel,
contemporary initiative, but it has in fact been around for a long time, whether in
independent schools . . . or worked on by individual teachers in state schools (whose
commitment to student empowerment may not have been so well documented)”.
Alongside pedagogical developments, the notion of voice as a symbol of change by
resistance and dissent can also be traced back to the 1960s civil rights movement, the New
Left and feminism in the 1970s, and the New Social Movements in the 1980s (Pinkney, 2005:
41). According to Arnot and Reay (2007: 312) critical research traditions draw heavily on the
notion of ‘voice’ as a “powerful legitimator”, one which promises to resist or reverse
oppressive hierarchical power structures which are seen to exclude or silence children
(Bragg, 2007).
Understandings of, and commentary on, voice have developed considerably in the last few
decades, particularly during the late 1980s and early 1990s, when a range of researchers,
the majority drawing on feminist poststructural theory, critiqued the notion of voice as
popularly understood in critical theory (e.g., Weedon, 1987; Weiler, 1991; Orner, 1992;
Ellsworth, 1989, 1992; Luke and Gore, 1992). A major concern amongst these researchers
was that, in the name of liberation, popular conceptualisations of voice were actually
reinforcing existing arrangements of power by essentialising children’s experience. As Orner
(1992: 79) states:
Discourses on student voice are premised on the assumption of a fully conscious,
fully speaking, “unique, fixed and coherent” self. These discourses, enmeshed in
humanist presuppositions, ignore the shifting identities, unconscious processes,
pleasures and desires not only of students, but of teachers.
However, surveying the literature and interviews, this critique appears to have had little
impact on dominant understandings of voice in the field of children’s participation until the
last few years when a few critiques have emerged within the literature (e.g., Britton, 2002;
Arnot, 2006; Bragg, 2007; Cook-Sather, 2007; Fielding, 2004, 2007; Arnot and Reay, 2007;
Lewis, 2010). In striving to problematise or at least complicate the notion of children’s voice,
some researchers have commented on the way the notion may hide a complex alliance with
neo-liberal forms of reform (Fielding, 2004; Arnot and Reay, 2007). For example, drawing on
poststructural understandings of voice, Arnot and Reay (2007: 311) point out that in the UK
context, “New Labour’s recent allying of ‘voice’ and ‘choice’ in relation to reform of UK
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public services indicates the power of the concept of voice to legitimate neo-liberal
marketisation of education” and that “the egalitarian mythology of voice as a concept
provides a valuable legitimating tool for any government keen to shift attention away from
increasingly aggravated social inequalities”. Fundamental to these criticisms (and the main
problem which will set up my analysis of voice in this thesis) is that while the intention may
be to liberate silenced children, the promotion of children’s voice may inadvertently
enhance the way in which children are governed and regulated.
A major reason for the sustained popularity of an ‘uncomplicated’ children’s voice in spite of
these criticisms from poststructural researchers is that the notion has emerged in what
Besley and Peters (2008: 30) refer to as the ‘confessional age’, whereby the compulsion to
tell the truth is highly valued, where “telling all and telling the truth about oneself rather
than keeping secrets is de rigueur”. In critiquing this obsession with ‘telling all’, Besley and
Peters recognise a tension between the apparent need to confess, to reveal oneself to
others, and the desire to keep something hidden or remain silent. From a poststructural
perspective, this process of confession can be situated within contemporary technologies of
power and what Foucault (1977a: 189) refers to as “the age of infinite examination and of
compulsory objectification”. Drawing on his study of discipline within the prison system,
Foucault (1977a: 187) argues that it is this sense of being constantly seen or potentially seen
that “maintains the disciplined individual in his subjection”. According to this line of
thinking, gazing at something, or indeed listening to someone’s ‘confession’, is the means
toward exerting control. In confession, individuals are both subjects of the confession and
are subject to the gaze and judgment of an authority who requests or values it, and
intervenes where necessary to reinforce, punish or empathize (Foucault, 1977a).
Taking into account this poststructural perspective, children’s voice can be seen as a form of
confession which places children under ‘the gaze’ of adults55. While just confessing or
speaking does not in and of itself mean regulation, it does reveal children’s thoughts,
opinions and desires that can then come under scrutiny and judgement by adults. These
judgements and interventions take many forms in the knowledge produced and
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While it may be argued that there is a significant difference between the ‘gazed’ and the ‘voice’ (the former
is visual and the latter is aural), so often in children’s participation the voices of children are reproduced in a
visual/textual form. It is in this context that children’s voices are primarily cast under the gaze of adults.
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disseminated within the field of children’s participation, from quotes in project reports to
anecdotes in verbal presentations at conferences. Through this documentation of their
voice, children are constituted “as a describable, analyzable object” which fix children
“under the gaze of a permanent corpus of knowledge” (Foucault, 1977a: 190).
A major effect of this gaze is therefore that children’s voices may be regulated, privileged or
excluded in accordance with the particular interests of a dominant authority. Take, for
instance, the case from the UK mentioned above where children’s voices may be shaped to
fit with neo-liberal discourses (Fielding, 2004; Arnot and Reay, 2007). In this sense,
reiterations of ‘voice’ in the field of children’s participation can be seen as productive but
also as deeply political and managerial. As Cannella and Viruru (cited in Moss, 2005: 20)
state, “[w]hen voice is conferred upon the other without recognising or attempting to alter
the inequities that created the original distinctions, the giving of voice or listening to just
becomes another colonising apparatus”. This notion of ‘giving a voice’ points to a key
paradox within popular conceptions of voice. It suggests that only those with power (i.e. the
‘colonisers’ or ‘oppressors’) can bestow the right to speak on those without power (i.e. the
‘colonised’ or ‘oppressed’). In interrogating this paradox from a poststructural perspective,
Orner (1992: 76) identifies a range of questions:
What must the “oppressed” speak? For whose benefit do we/they speak? How is the
speaking received, controlled, limited, disciplined, and stylized by the speakers, the
listeners, the historical moment, the context? What is made of the “people’s voice”
after it is heard?
Considered within the field of children’s participation, these questions highlight the
importance of uncovering which authorities are involved in the production and
dissemination of knowledge about children and what language these authorities privilege in
order to make meaning of children’s voice. Consequently, in the following analysis I will
interrogate how the notion of voice is employed by those who contribute to defining the
field, and the types of voice that are privileged and/or excluded as a result. Following this, I
will then look at examples of ‘gaps and fissures’ from within the field which may offer a
more complex reading which recognises the possibility of multiple perspectives and values a
more diverse range of children’s voices.
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To begin my analysis, I scanned the literature and interview transcripts for references to
‘voice’ as well as a selection of associated terms, such as ‘silence’56 and ‘listen’57. Seen
together, almost all of these texts were framed by humanistic language, language that
sometimes constructed voice as ‘pure’ (i.e. voice as an innate, autonomous and untainted
truth awaiting discovery), sometimes as ‘experience’ (i.e. voice as a direct, firsthand and
authentic account of a truth ‘out there’), and sometimes as fundamental to achieving
‘equality’ (i.e. that voice, when given to a child, can remove inequality and free the child
from oppression). My concern with these constructions of voice is not simply that they are
humanistic, but that they are seen to represent ‘truths’ about children and voice which
assume the existence of a fully conscious, unique, fixed and rational self. Consequently, in
structuring my analysis of reiterations of voice around these constructions, I am concerned
with making visible these dominant ways of thinking and their effects for those in the field,
particularly children.
Notions of ‘purity’ in reiterations of voice
Inside each child there is a story that needs to be told – a story that no-one else has
yet had time to listen to (Winnicott, 1996: 123).
While this quote from psychoanalyst Winnicott was originally stated almost three decades
ago, the humanistic notion of the story or ‘voice within’ still resonates with much of the
current literature on children’s participation. In the 1990s, for example, in an article titled
‘Students as partners in research and restructuring schools’, Soo Hoo (1993: 389) states:
Somehow educators have forgotten the important connection between teachers and
students. We listen to outside experts to inform us, and, consequently overlook the
treasure in our very own backyards, the students.
Similarly, Carolin and Milner’s (1999: 17) book chapter, The Medley of Children’s Voices, is
driven by a belief that “every infant is born with a voice and the urge, powerful as hunger,
to communicate”. In putting forward this argument, Carolin and Milner (1999: 17) draw on
the following poem by the poet Chuilleanain:
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Typically seen as the ‘opposite’ of voice, it is often seen as a negative consequent of children are not given a
voice (i.e. children are ‘silenced’).
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A response to voice. Many of the informants did not directly refer to voice, but in describing ‘listening’ to
children, the reference was implied (and consequently worthy of inclusion here).
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Beyond the walls, I can hear the children playing
In the riverbed. If I could tell what they are crying
It would lighten my darkness like knowing the language of birds.
Soo Hoo and Carolin and Milner’s language and their use of poetry and metaphor suggest a
deeply romantic view of childhood, one that sees children’s voices as ‘treasures’ in our own
backyards and powerful antidotes to the ‘darkness’ of the adult world. While this may be an
extreme example of romanticism in regards to children’s voice, even in more recent and
complex reiterations of voice there remains an assumption that children’s voice comes from
a place inside every human being which can enlighten us to the truth. This humanistic
reiteration of voice is evident across all sites within the field, from the UN to NGOs, the state
and the academy. For example, a UNICEF working paper (2001: 9) titled ‘The participation
rights of adolescents: a strategic approach’ states:
Many people agree that every human being has a right to dignity, to respect, to be
treated fairly, to have a voice, and to take part in influencing and shaping their
world. In other words, to be able to participate is central to being human. It matters
for its own sake, regardless of whether it brings other benefits. The Convention on
the Rights of the Child affirms that children and young people are full humans too...
In this excerpt voice is characterised as something children innately possess as part of being
‘fully human’. In elaborating on this notion of voice further, the working paper puts forward
the case that “given a voice”, children can make a valuable contribution to society, providing
“extremely useful information about hazards in their environment, about conditions at work
or school, about risks to the health of themselves and their community” (UNICEF, 2001: 10).
However, from a poststructural point of view, and as outlined in the introduction of this
section, this understanding of voice operates as a form of regulation, whereby children are
given an opportunity to speak on the assumption that what they say will be valuable to
society and desired by those who provide the opportunity to speak.
Similar reiterations of the child’s voice as innate are reflected in the knowledge produced
and disseminated by NGOs and the state. For example, in Turning Up the Sound (a joint
report from the Northern Ireland Youth Forum, Save the Children, the Youth Council for
Northern Ireland and YouthNet58, 2005) representatives from NGOs and government

58

This report is a notable example of the way in which knowledge is increasingly produced and disseminated
through a network of different sites and spaces. According to the introduction, the report was born when a
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organisations, as well as 54 young people, were interviewed regarding their views of
children’s participation. In summarising the findings of these interviews, the power of voice,
as well as ‘hearing’ and ‘speaking’, is emphasised throughout the report. In outlining some
of the perceived benefits of children’s participation as identified in the interviews, the
report (2005: 28) concludes, ‘”[m]ost often cited as a benefit of participation was being able
to hear young people’s perspectives and how this made policies more effective”. The report
also includes a number of quotes from departmental officials, including “putting young
people’s voices in there allows others, including Ministers, to hear real truth” and
“developing policy without consulting children and young people is like watching television
with the sound turned off”. Speaking of children’s voices in this way suggests that they
represent a ‘truth’, a reality that is somewhat separate from, perhaps even more authentic
than, the experiences and understandings of adults. What is not researched is the degree to
which the children’s voices were taken into account and which voices; it is as though
children spoke with a unified voice.
Researchers from within the academy also draw on humanistic notions of the pure and
authentic voice which positions children as ‘truth savers’ and as somehow more insightful
than adults. This is evident, for example, in Morrow’s (1999: 206) book chapter “It’s Cool...
‘Cos You Can’t Give Us Detentions and Things, Can You?!” Reflections on Research with
Children. In the chapter Morrow (1999: 206) draws on her experiences as a researcher
working with children in the school context, stating:
Any researcher working with children is likely to be asked if they can ‘really believe’
children’s accounts of their experiences and themselves. My intention in the current
project is to take children’s accounts of themselves very much at face value and to
try to avoid projecting my own interpretation on to what they say, write or draw.
This excerpt assumes the possibility of an authentic children’s voice, one that is not
interpreted, but taken at ‘face value’. This concern assumes that a truth exists within a
voice, one that can be objectively obtained by an adult. However, in attempting to take
children’s voices at ‘face value’ this objectifies the child, simplifying the role which context
plays in the construction of voice. In other words, this notion of voice fails to recognise the
number of government and non-government agencies came together to identify effective mechanisms
whereby different ‘youth provider’ groups could collaborate to support service providers in developing the
capacity to engage children in their processes.
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ways in which truth, as represented by the child’s voice, is always relational and
constructed. This is noted within poststructural perspectives on qualitative research
methods such as interviews (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; St Pierre, 2011). Rather than fixed,
neutral and simply ‘made visible’ through speech, this literature sees interview data as only
thinkable and sayable within particular “grids of intelligibility” such as dominant discursive
formations which are already the “products of theory” (St Pierre, 2011: 621). From this
perspective, it is impossible not to interpret children’s voices, which is always a selection
process from the questions that are asked to what is selected to appear in the final report.
A similar more recent example of this notion of children’s voice as pure and connected to
the child’s sense of self can be found in the book ‘Beyond listening: children’s perspectives
on early childhood services’ (Clark et al, 2005). In the concluding chapter, Kjorholt and
colleagues (2005) draw on the pedagogist Rinaldi’s (2005) emphasis on the importance of
embracing ‘silences’ and ‘interior listening’. This is an approach that is described as the
“ultimate openness to self and others, including what it means to be a human being”
(Kjorholt et al, 2005: 177). Again, as with UNICEF working paper (2001) previously
mentioned, this suggests voice is an outlet for the ‘self’ and a seemingly natural and
essential part of ‘being human’. This presents a particular version of what it means to be
human based on humanist ideas.
Many of these reiterations of voice as essential to human nature were also evident in the
informant interviews. Here, again strong links were made between what it means to ‘be
human’ and children’s right to a voice. For example, in September’s interview she stated:
Because of self-realisation and because of the fact that we know in the disability
movement, nothing for us without us. And unless we facilitate and strengthen
children’s participation they will continue to be excluded. Children have a voice and
they’re absolutely as human as we are, they are not little people. For me that’s it,
because they are people (September, personal interview, 7 November, 2008).
This excerpt speaks to an oppressive set of practices where children are not consulted or
listened to. Yet, in responding, September constructs a speaking child who reveals the truth
about their lives. In such a construction, voice is positioned as essential to a realisation of
the self, or “self-realisation”. In other words, voice is inherent to a child’s identity and a
necessary part of their being human. This suggests children’s identities are performed
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through voice. Further, in specifically referring to ‘a’ voice, such a description aligns the
concept with something that is singular, fixed and homogenous.
In his interview, Hart also drew on humanistic notions in emphasising the power and impact
of ‘having a voice’. For example, at one point in his interview, Hart (personal interview, 7
November, 2008) described South Asian children forced into early marriage and prostitution
as not knowing “that they owned their own bodies and had a right to defend their bodies by
knowing their rights to have a voice”. This suggests a strong link between not only children’s
voice and rights but, on a more fundamental level, a link between voice and the ability to
own and protect one’s body and identity. Children’s voice, in this scenario, is seemingly
unmediated and untainted. There is also an assumption that by speaking children will
change things for themselves. Ignored, however, are other forms of power, particularly
sovereign forms of power, which may influence what change is possible. Commitment to
the right to have a voice is not enough to make that setting a safe space for speaking out
and talking back. In this sense, Hart’s argument is a powerful example of the limitations of
such a construction of voice.
Although in Shier’s (personal interview, 29 May, 2008) interview a stronger emphasis was
given to the importance of how children’s voices were treated and interpreted by adults,
like Hart, Shier’s perspective was based on the belief that innate authenticity is what brings
voice its power. In describing his practice, Shier emphasised the need to understand the
relationship between different spaces that are involved in successful participatory practices.
In an attempt to clarify what he was saying, at one point I stated, “[i]n a sense you’re almost
taking on the role of a translator between the children’s world and the adult”. In response
he stated, “[t]hat’s interesting, a good translator doesn’t substitute their own voice for the
people they’re translating”. Shier revisited the treatment of children’s voice at the end of
the interview when I asked him for any reflections on where he saw the field “both ideally
and realistically” heading. He stated:
One of the things that would really improve the quality of children’s participation
would be for adults to spend more time working on recognising how we manipulate
opinion, how we identify this in ourselves, and try to stop doing it. Or we identify it
in others and expose it. And I think that one way forward would be to work on
hearing more genuine and autonomous voices of children and young people, in place
of children and young people’s voices processed and manipulated by adults to serve
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adult agendas, which I think happens a lot of the time (Shier, personal interview, 29
May, 2008).
In reflecting on how adults may manipulate children, this perspective suggests the
possibility that there are on the one hand, ‘genuine’ and ‘autonomous’ voices of children
and on the other, those that are not, those that are tainted by “adult agendas”. Such a
conceptualisation of voice may fail to recognise the way in which particular voices and
identities are produced through social relations. The belief that voices can and should be left
untainted by adults also implies that authenticity is what gives children’s voice its power and
truth status.
From a poststructural perspective, however, the notion of an authentic voice is an
impossible ideal because no voice operates in complete isolation from its context. Children’s
voices are always mediated, whether it is through the interpretation of the listener or
multiple mediations (writing reports or presenting at conferences, for example). In other
words, there is always some third-party interference, rather than direct transmission from
speaker to listener. Any single representation of a voice, like the voice, is at best “tentative
and temporary given the changing, often contradictory relations of power at multiple levels
of social life” (Orner, 1992: 79). Yet, this perspective seems to be rarely acknowledged in the
field of children’s participation. Through reiterations the authentic voice becomes
established as the standard and ideal way of doing and thinking about how children might
participate. In shaping practices towards this end, other ways of doing and thinking are
‘subjugated’. Recognising the potential for subjugation through these reiterations of voice,
White and Choudhury (2010: 44) have argued for the need to move beyond this “fetish of
seeking the ‘pure’, ‘true’ or unmediated ‘voice of the child’”. In its place, they suggest
“looking at what kinds of (conscious and unconscious) resources children draw on in
expressing agency, and how these shape their participation in different ways”. In keeping
with this suggestion, examples of children who do not quite comply with conventional
understandings of the pure and authentic voice will be discussed at the end of this section
on voice under the ‘gaps and fissures’.
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Notions of ‘experience’ in reiterations of voice
The notion of children’s ‘pure’ voice is only one aspect emphasised within reiterations of
voice in the field of children’s participation – there is also a strong emphasis on ensuring
that what is spoken about reflects children’s personal experience. This emphasis on
children’s voice as an opportunity for children to speak of their experiences can be seen as a
response to situations where children have been considered to be lacking experience, or at
least their experiences were not valued. Indeed, the failure of certain development
initiatives in the past has been attributed to a lack of acknowledgement and utilisation of
children’s experiences. For example, Reddy (2000: 45), reflecting on the working children’s
movement in India, highlights the potentially detrimental effects of not taking children’s
voices into account:
Most interventions do not take into consideration the complexity of situations, the
varied and multiple causes of child labor and the real reasons why children work.
Instead, we as adults have insisted on overly simplistic, knee-jerk responses such as
legislative bans, boycotts and compulsory education. We have failed mainly because
we have adopted a top down approach. We have assumed we know what is best for
children and never thought of consulting them.
Similarly, Lansdown (2001: 4) argues that “[n]ational and international campaigns to end
child labour have often failed to address the reality of working children’s lives” and that
“[b]y failing to consult with children themselves as well as their families, the impact of such
campaigns has sometimes been to worsen children’s situation”. Consequently, children’s
voicing of their ‘experiences’ (often referred to as children’s experiences of their ‘everyday
lives’), is offered as a powerful solution to these problems in development.
This notion of a truly effective and authentic voice as that which speaks from direct
experience can be seen, for example, in the preparation for the Children’s Hearing at the
Earth Summit (1992). The Voice of the Children campaign organisers reportedly urged
children to avoid asking questions when they went up to speak, because “when you ask
questions you give the politicians a chance to say whatever they want”. Children were also
encouraged to speak from ‘personal experience’ rather than rely on generalities, and were
praised when they appeared to speak “directly from the heart”. In other words, for
children’s voice to be judged authentic, it needed to relate to direct experience.
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What seems to make the notion of direct experience so appealing in the field of children’s
participation is its seemingly ‘pre-discursive’ nature – that is, experience seems to represent
a kind of apolitical truth because it is directly lived. This notion of lived experience reflects
what Spivak (1999: 39), writing about postcolonial reason, calls the “authority of the ‘lived’”.
She argues this lived authority seems to offer not only a truth, but the most authentic type
of truth.
However, from a poststructural perspective, a position that takes the speaking of direct
experience as the prerequisite for the authentic child voice does not recognise that these
experiences are constituted in relation to particular discourses. The notion that experience
represents the ultimate truth is heavily contested, particularly within poststructural writing
where experience is understood not simply as ‘what occurs’. Rather, ‘what occurs’ is
recognised and given meaning only through existing discourses that “systematically form
the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972: 49). As Scott (1991: 797) argues in relation
to the complex and discursive nature of the term ‘experience’:
Experience is at once always already an interpretation and something that needs to
be interpreted. What counts as experience is neither self-evident nor
straightforward; it is always contested, and always therefore political.
This perspective suggests that ‘experience’, as the basis for the authentic child voice, does
not provide the ultimate untainted reality or ‘truth’. Rather, the experiences voiced by
children can be seen to be deeply political, selected and given meaning in accordance with a
range of pre-existing dominant discourses in the field of children’s participation. A major
effect of this meaning-making process is that certain kinds of experiences and voices will be
privileged over others in accordance with the interests of particular discourses, excluding or
devaluing those voices which do not ‘fit’. Therefore, in analysing reiterations of children’s
experience, it is helpful to identify what discourses are being drawn on and what function
(and whose interest) the voiced experiences of children serve.
Analysing Lansdown’s (2001) publication Promoting Children’s Participation in Democratic
Decision-Making, published by UNICEF’s Innocent Research Centre, strong links can be
found between reiterations of children’s voice as experience and dominant discourses of
children’s citizenship. Lansdown (2001: 4) argues that listening to children “leads to better
decisions” and that if children’s participation is to be meaningful, “it is imperative that their
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[children’s] engagement is directly linked to their own first-hand experience and is identified
by the children themselves as a key area of concern” (Lansdown, 2001: 9). What highlights
the link between this emphasis on first-hand experience and dominant discourses of
citizenship is Lansdown’s description of what is done to this knowledge after it is voiced. For
example, Lansdown (2001: 9) states, “what emerges from the accumulated experience over
the past ten years is a wealth of knowledge and skill that can be shared and developed to
promote more effective democratic involvement of children”. From this perspective, the
goal of children sharing experiences is thus to better integrate them into democratic
structures. Consequently, in order for children’s voices to be authentic (and useful in
democratic development), it needs to be based on ‘everyday’ experiences, as Lansdown
(2001: 17) states:
There is a danger that some children become almost ‘professionalised’ as speakers
and representatives for their organization with the result that they spend their lives
in public arenas and away from the roots that provide the source and legitimacy for
their contribution. The particular value of creating opportunities for children to be
heard is that they are speaking from direct and continuing experience. It is important
not to lose that.
This argument draws on a belief that children have fixed “roots” which provide more
legitimate and unmediated experiences than those within public (adult?) arenas. Given
situations where children’s voices are overtly tokenised, selected or manipulated in order to
meet an adult agenda, Lansdown’s wanting to distinguish between legitimate and less
legitimate experiences is understandable. However, as the distinction is made based on
what is democratically valuable, it also presents a paradox, whereby the value of children’s
unmediated and authentic experience is dependent on their voices also being in line with
what is politically strategic. For example, in another section of the publication, titled ‘Which
children will be invited to participate in the conference and how?’, Lansdown (2001: 32)
states:
Some children have a particular set of experiences that offer a unique contribution
to the topic of the conference. For example, a child soldier, a refugee or a child with
disabilities excluded from education can present direct accounts of the impact of
discrimination, inadequate or poorly enforced legislation and government inaction
that may galvanise action more effectively than any adult account. Their expertise
lies in their direct personal experience.
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Like the response to the Rwandan girl’s speech at the Earth Summit that I used to introduce
this section on voice, these experiences Lansdown identifies are incredibly powerful with
the potential to incite a range of actions which will benefit children. However, the power of
these voices also relies on only certain experiences being told by certain children and may
not really address some of the underlying power imbalances. As Reddy (2000: 46) notes,
“[t]oo often child participation is abused when children are consigned to provide mere
testimonies of exploitation and act as symbols of victimization while adults proceed with
deliberation and important business”. Further, and as noted by Willow and colleagues
(2004), some children may value their privacy more than the opportunity to voice their
experiences. Some children may prefer particular conditions or alternative means of dealing
with particular concerns. Indeed, “[d]isclosing their innermost thoughts and feelings to
professionals may be a last resort for them” (Willow et al, 2004: 173-174).
While this example from Lansdown illustrates the influence of a democratic discourse of
children’s citizenship in the construction of popular understandings of voice, it is not the
only discourse which draws on children’s experience to construct and legitimise particular
practices and ideas about children’s participation. In Lorenzo’s interview, for example, he
focused on more personal accounts of his own childhood to emphasise the importance of
children voices speaking of particular experiences:
[W]orking less directly myself with children, I begin to worry that maybe children
have forgotten some of the things that we’re romantic about. I mean do they still
think it’s important to go out, to have their voices heard, not just on Facebook,
although that’s important, you know, or talking to people on the web, but in the city,
in their neighbourhood, do they want to go outdoors or do they prefer staying inside
and playing you know, with electronic toys and stuff (Lorenzo, personal interview, 29
May, 2008).
While this fairly nostalgic view of children is not directly related to the dominant discourses
of childhood which are primarily produced and disseminated within the academy (such as
developmental, sociocultural and sociological discourses of childhood), it does suggest a
strong link with ideas produced through ‘autobiographical experiences of childhood’59. In
drawing on personal experiences of his own childhood, Lorenzo describes not only what
childhood was but consequently what it should be. Such a benchmark for childhood, based
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in a previous time and place, suggests childhood to be something ahistorical, universal and
fixed. Consequently, children who do not think or act in accordance with this benchmark,
who have “forgotten” what is important, are seen to be lacking. This ultimately privileges
certain experiences and actions (i.e. those in the natural environment and engagement with
neighbourhood) at the exclusion of others (i.e. indoor environments and engagement with
technology).
While far from exhaustive of all accounts of children’s experience, I have chosen these two
examples because they neatly demonstrate the way in which discourses shape children’s
seemingly authentic experience and voice. Where Lansdown drew on notions of citizenship
in his emphasis on children’s “everyday” experiences as the most authentic, Lorenzo drew
on ideas from his personal experience of childhood to legitimise involvement in nature and
the local community as the most authentic experiences.
This use of children’s experiences within the field of children’s participation has had a range
of positive effects on children’s lives and the lives of others. Indeed, hearing of children’s
experiences firsthand may in some contexts work even more effectively than adult accounts
at galvanising action (Lansdown, 2001). However, as demonstrated in the above analysis,
from a poststructural perspective a position that takes the speaking of direct experience as
the prerequisite for the authentic child voice is not reflective of an authentic truth, but
produced according to different discursive interests which are hidden under the appeal of
unique children’s experience. Consequently, and as previously identified in the analysis of
notions of children’s ‘pure’ voice, striving for authenticity through these lived experiences
creates an ideal within the field which is unattainable and risks inadvertently homogenising
children’s voices in accordance with particular discourses. In this way, voicing one’s
experience becomes a form of regulation. As Scott (1992: 25-26) argues:
[I]t is not individuals who have experience, but subjects who are constituted through
experience. Experience in this definition then becomes not the origin of our
explanation, not the authoritative (because seen or felt) evidence that grounds what
is known, but rather that which we seek to explain, that about which knowledge is
produced.
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Notions of ‘equality’ in reiterations of voice
Another common idea drawn on in relation to reiterations of voice within the field of
children’s participation is the notion of ‘equality’, or more specifically the notion that
children having a voice will lead to the removal of inequality. As an extension of the notions
of purity and experience described in the previous sections, key to this notion of equality is
a strong connection between speaking and listening. In other words, children’s participation
is understood as not about children speaking alone but about children sharing and listening
to the voices of others (both adults and children). This perspective on children’s voice in
regards to their participation is strongly underpinned by discourses of democratic
citizenship. As described in phase one of this genealogy, a major discourse of children’s
citizenship that dominates within the field of children’s participation encourages children to
act as active citizens and have a voice in decisions shaping their lives through a ‘deepening
democracy approach’ (Gaventa, 2004).
While the relationship between voice and democratic values is not in and of itself a bad
thing, it has become so powerful within the field of children’s participation that it is rarely
questioned or interrogated for its less positive effects. From a poststructural perspective,
classifying voice as a ‘right’ of ‘citizenship’ enables a range of conditions to be prescribed as
part of participatory practice. These conditions play out as responsibilities attributed to both
children and adults. In the name of equality and inclusion, children’s voices serve the
purpose of ensuring children are integrated more effectively with the wider community
while simultaneously silencing voices which do not fit with the ‘consensual view’ of what it
means to be a citizen.
This potential undermining of children’s voices is reflected in the example of the State of the
World’s Children (SOWC) Report (UNICEF, 2003). While the importance of children voicing
their criticisms of democracy was strongly acknowledged throughout, the Report seemed to
avoid addressing these voices on any serious level. As Skelton (2007: 175) states:
The disenchantment young people have towards democratic processes is identified
[in the SOWC Report] as causing the greatest concern. However, rather than see this
as a message of the problematic nature of contemporary democratic processes,
UNICEF ploughs on with a commitment to democracy and a determination to get
children involved. It would seem it is politic to listen to young people’s voices only so
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far. When they are clearly critical of a particular practice/institution it is not about
listening but more about getting them to participate in a system they have already
expressed concern about.
Skelton’s critique highlights the limitations of a democratic agenda underlying popular
understandings of voice and equality in the field of children’s participation. More
specifically, it highlights the way in which listening to children’s voices does not necessarily
lead to equality, that underlying power structures may remain even where effort is made to
include children’s voice. This is a good example of ‘encouragement to speak’, where in the
name of making a difference only certain voices are heard while others are ignored. This
resonates strongly with the concern identified by Cannella and Viruru at the beginning of
this section of voice, where they argue that when children’s voices are recognised without
attempting to alter the inequities that created the original distinctions (between children
and adults), “the giving of voice or listening to just becomes another colonising apparatus”
(Cannella and Viruru cited in Moss, 2005: 20).
The productive qualities of a democratic citizenship discourse on notions of children’s voice
were also evident in the interviews. Drawing on a democratic and rights-based language of
listening, sharing and equality, Hart spoke at length about the importance of children
sharing the spotlight. When I mentioned the idea that children’s participation has been
viewed by some as a purely educative process, Hart (personal interview, 7 November, 2008)
said, “[a]lright, as long as all kids are, as long as that’s equally applied everywhere, that
seems totally legitimate as helping kids be more genuinely engaged in having autonomy in
their learning opportunities”. Related to this notion of equality, Hart spoke about the
importance of children’s need to speak as well as listen. For example, Hart (personal
interview, 7 November, 2008) stated:
I think there are all kinds of settings where children ought to have maximum
opportunity to direct their own learning and have a voice with others, while
simultaneously listening to others. I think that participation really is about everybody
finding ways to listen to one another and share their voices with one another.
This understanding of participation, as a shared experience of speaking and listening is
suggestive of a democratic citizenship discourse. The influence of such a discourse can be
traced back to Hart’s earlier work from over a decade ago. For example, in one interview
Hart described how “much of the problem” in the United States relates back to the fact that
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democracy has come to be thought of as “electoral representation” which Hart views as
having “lost touch with its democratic origins – with the idea of each person having a voice”
(Hart cited in Schwab, 1997: 1). It is this notion of “each person having a voice” that allows
Hart to distinguish between good from bad understandings of democracy. Yet, making a
more autonomous and active democratic contribution (as opposed to simply voting in an
election) seems to be contingent on children obtaining particular knowledge which can only
be gained through others. For example, describing his experiences of watching NGOs work
with children in “especially difficult circumstances”, Hart (personal interview, 7 November,
2008) stated:
Many of these children now work with adult facilitators and animators on their rights
and learn to have a voice. As a result, there is probably a much higher percentage of
those kinds of children learning about rights and democratic skills than of children
living in stable and economically viable families.
From this perspective, having a voice is equated with knowing your rights, suggesting
children must understand their right to have a voice in order to have a voice and so only
children who have been brought to this understanding by knowledgeable adults can be
constituted as having a voice. This sets up an interesting tension between children being
simultaneously constituted as ‘autonomous’ but dependent upon particular skills in order to
ensure ‘appropriate’ autonomy in accordance with the autonomy of others.
This notion of equality amongst children through listening and speaking is a powerful one
with many productive effects. Indeed, at face value it is difficult to see why one would want
to question it. Yet, framing equality in democratic terms whereby the ultimate decider is the
adult, also has potentially limiting effects in terms of which voices are heard (i.e. what
happens to those voices which do not fit with the ‘consensual view’?) and which children
are considered to be operating on an ‘equal’ level as other children. Such limitations and
contingencies in regards to this democratic view of voice were reflected in another part of
Hart’s interview, sparked by a discussion of the children’s rights activist Craig Kielburger that
had taken place earlier that day during the workshop. Most known for his founding of the
charity organisation ‘Free the Children’ when he was 12 years old, Kielburger has since
raised large amounts of money for children in developing countries. Due to the fact that he
was achieving things which were not only unusual for children, but even for adults,
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Kielburger received a significant amount of public attention. In our interview, Hart (personal
interview, 7 November, 2008) was heavily critical of Keilburger’s story being used to
represent an example of participation:
There are a lot of people who think that it’s entirely appropriate for a few select kids
to be representing thousands of others, and to call that really participation. Well I
think that’s rubbish. I think that if there isn’t a connectedness between those few
charismatic kids and the mass of other kids they’re claiming to represent, I think
that’s just as sad as the worst kind of adult democracies. And then when I hear
charismatic leaders of children, who are speaking for a nation or for a region or
something like that, but don’t go out of their way to bring other children into their
privileged position, like this guy Craig whatsit [Kielburger] from Canada. . . . That is
nothing to do with what I’m talking about. That is something else. That’s celebrity
culture, which in some ways works against the principles of participation. It’s not
even about leadership, it’s something worse, it’s about celebrity. So it’s completely
removed from participation. And yet that gets applauded by some people as being
an example of children’s participation. I don’t think it is. It’s not what I call children’s
participation. That’s children’s celebrity. Not even on the same planet, ideologically
very different. So that’s a more important distinction to me than whether it’s a
lawyer or a playworker.
This excerpt is a good example of an adult in a privileged position defining what counts as
the authentic child voice in the democratic process. Such a description implies children’s
participation is contingent upon reciprocation, that a child’s voice is valuable only when it is
in correlation with the voices of others.
What the above examples indicate is that classifying voice as a ‘right’ of ‘citizenship’ enables
a range of conditions to be prescribed as part of participatory practice. These conditions
play out as responsibilities attributed to both children and adults. For example, in giving
children voice, children are also expected to share and listen to the voices of others equally.
Yet, achieving such equality among voices is not only a difficult ideal to achieve and
potentially homogenises voice, but can exclude or undervalue those children who do not act
or speak in accordance with the consensus. It is possible to imagine that there are children,
like Kielberger, who might be using their voice quite effectively to make change, albeit a
voice that does not sit entirely at equilibrium with other voices. In effect this means that the
notion of voice works as another ‘regime of truth’ which may dismiss some children in the
name of including everyone under a democratic notion of equality. This presents an
intriguing paradox, a sort of ‘unequal equality’, which does not address the specific, diverse
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and changing qualities of children’s lives, nor the “contradictions between conflicting
oppressed groups or the ways in which a single individual can experience oppression in one
sphere while being privileged and oppressive in another” (Weiler, 1991: 450).
Across the various reiterations of voice identified above, there seems to be a sense that
voice in and of itself is valued as a good thing with very little examination of how the
children’s voices are heard or acted upon. Yet, as this examination has indicated, these
reiterations produce a range of effects which seem to represent key tenets of children’s
participation which are not always positive. These reiterations reflect a strong desire to set
up the conditions so that children not only speak, but speak in particular ways. This creates
an impression that if children speak, speak from ‘authentic’ experience, they will be heard.
Yet, as some researchers have pointed out (e.g., Skelton, 2007), this sets up an expectation
that is not always met in many participatory projects and situations. It is based on the
assumption that adults – as representatives of local councils, the UN, the academy, the
schools and the NGOs – are willing and able to act on the children’s expressions of opinion.
By promoting children’s voice without exploring the ways in which the notion is shaped by
particular discourses which can potentially undermine the liberatory ideals desired, there is
a risk that only certain voices will be heard and that those that are heard will be
homogenised. Consequently, as with my analysis of reiterations of agency, I will now
identify some ‘gaps and fissures’ within these reiterations of voice which, through a
recognition of the multiplicity and messiness of voice, may offer ways of going beyond some
of these limitations.
Gaps and fissures in reiterations of voice
The objective of the above analysis has been to show how popular reiterations of children’s
voice in the field of children’s participation may have a range of productive and problematic
effects. As has been argued in the previous section, dominant notions of children’s voice are
problematic because they can reinforce constructed differences between adults and
children, be manipulated for a political agenda and be used to find out information about
children so as to enable more effective management of them. Further, these reiterations of
voice tend to give little attention to the intersection of children as subjects with power,
language and context (Orner, 1992).
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Having interrogated some of the common ways in which voice has been reiterated within
the field of children’s participation, I would now like to highlight some of the ‘gaps and
fissures’ which exist and may offer ways to think otherwise about children’s voice. As with
the gaps and fissures presented in the previous section on reiterations of agency, the
following five ‘cases’ represent a range of recent60 and culturally diverse perspectives which
do not quite comply with popular conceptions of voice in the field of children’s
participation.
Case one: children’s voices in legal proceedings
A significant example which highlights the complexities of children’s voice in contrast to the
picture popularly presented in the field of children’s participation can be seen in the work of
Britton (2002) and her research on children who are participants in legal proceedings.
Though a different context from those of community development which are commonly
described in the field of children’s participation, this research does present some interesting
ideas about how children’s voices may be conceptualised differently. As a psychologist
involved in Family Court disputes over children in Australia, Britton (2002) has encountered
many cases where the voices of children have turned out to be potentially quite harmful to
children. In this context, children are often provided with a Child Representative to ensure
their voices are heard. In questioning the fundamental motivation behind the
Representative’s role (a role which she sees herself also performing), Britton (2002: 5)
states:
I ask, “Who decides when it is appropriate for a child to be involved in the decision
making and how?” If it is you, the lawyers, then you must decide if you are going to
make these judgments as lawyers who like and act for kids, lawyers who happen to
be experienced parents, lawyers who remember what it was like to be a kid, lawyers
who also have degrees in social science or are you going to seek assistance from a
so-called expert? If it’s the latter, who’s going to pay for it?
In asking these questions, Britton (2002: 8) is concerned that Child Representatives and
children “could be at risk of becoming vehicles for unscrupulous or emotionally unstable
parents or other interested parties, to enhance their cases”. To support these concerns,
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Britton (2002) presents several examples of situations which highlight the complexity of
children’s voice. Describing one particularly “nasty” case, Britton (2002: 9) states:
This was a case in which the father’s new wife decided she would like to keep the
two children, a dispute ensued and initially it was the mother who seemed to be the
culprit. Before I became involved, whilst enjoying contact with her father, one of the
children made allegations of the mother being abusive. She would actually quiver
and curl up in a foetal position whenever brought into contact with her mother and
it was only after a very courageous decision by Justice Bell which placed her into a
transitional placement with a third party – one of her former teachers – that we
were able to understand, through having her undergo therapy, that the father and
his wife had been indoctrinating her with all sorts of fearful information. For
instance, she even believed that when she came to see me for assessment, there
were cameras in my ceiling which could film her every thought, the implication being
that there could be dire consequences for her if she so much as thought something
positive about her mother. We psychologists like to promote the myth that we can
read minds, but this was ridiculous.
Drawing on this and other similar experiences, Britton (2002: 7) argues that taking children’s
wishes at “face value” is “often foolish in the context of Family Court proceedings”. In
recognising that there are situations where children do speak without coercion, Britton
(2002: 7) argues this is not usually the case, that, “I am often acutely aware of the presence
in the room of other individuals – one or more of the parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles,
friends or siblings – even when I am apparently speaking with the child alone”.
In this case, taking children’s voices at ‘face value’ is not only unhelpful, but potentially
harmful, drawing children even further into the conflict which is in the process of being
legally resolved. While not rejecting the voices of children altogether, it does suggest an
approach which not only highlights the importance of recognising the power relations
behind the voices of children, but also the psychological aspects of voice. Questioning the
legitimacy of children’s voice is not about undermining children’s views, but being open to,
and thoughtful about, the political nature of voice. This means recognising how children, like
all individuals, are inextricably tied to seemingly external processes and pressures. Britton
(2002: 14) urges those involved in ensuring children’s voices are heard in legal proceedings
to “be wary of the situation whereby your client brings along a child or children to sit in
during their deliberations with you or, even worse, to tell you about their experiences with
the parent from hell (that’s the other one of course)”. Finally, Britton (2002: 14-15)
suggests, “[y]ou need to be alert to the dangers of such behaviour and I would suggest that
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some timely advice to your clients about the dim view taken by the court of inappropriate
embroiling of children in proceedings, would be the way to go”.
These experiences and subsequent suggestions from Britton highlight an even more
fundamental tension between the right for children to be heard and the ‘best interests of
the child’ principle. There is often an assumption made within the field of children’s
participation that these two correlate, but that is not always necessarily the case. In fact,
the ‘best interests of the child’ principle may be seen as major gap and fissure in the
reiterations of children’s voice. For example, a children’s participation practitioner quoted in
Bessell (2007: 11) states, “[w]hen children make decisions it is not necessarily always good;
it depends on the information they have and how they arrived at the decision”. This quote is
relevant here for two main reasons. Firstly, it brings into question the assumption by many
within the field of children’s participation that the views children put forward are always in
their ‘best interests’. However, a second concern that I believe is important when
considering this quote is what exactly is meant by “good”? Who decides what is good and
for whom?
There is a strong, albeit contested, relationship between the views of children and their best
interests. The idea that the views of children should align harmoniously and consistently
with their ‘best interests’ has been a point of much debate in recent decades, particularly
since the ratification of the UNCRC. The debates documented during the decade spent
drafting the Convention are indicative of these alignments and tensions. For instance, in the
initial drafting stages, sections of Article 12 (concerned with a child’s right to express their
views and be heard) were actually placed in the context of Article 3 (concerned with the
‘best interests’ and protection and care of the child). However, such a grouping failed to
recognise the way in which the Article 12 may impinge upon Article 3. This was indicated by
one representative during discussions who highlighted an apparent “need to discover the
best interests of children not yet capable of forming their own views” (cited in Marshall,
1997: 14). Marshall (1997: 14) provides a neat articulation of the thinking during this period,
arguing, “The fact that the problem was identified solely in relation to those children unable
to form their own views underlines the importance attached to the views of children in
reaching an assessment of their interest”. Marshall (1997: 14) goes on to state:
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It is clear that the drafters of the Convention regarded the ascertainment of views as
a critical component in assessment of interests. Article 12 impinges Article 3. The
question arises whether this is a one-way or a two-way flow. Does Article 3 also
impinge upon Article 12? Is the child’s right to express views an absolute right? Are
there circumstances in which requiring, encouraging or even inviting the
participation of children could act against their interests?
Such questions regarding the relationship between the right to be heard and the best
interests of the child were highlighted in member states parties’ reports to the UNCRC,
including those from Belgium, Canada, France, Norway, Poland, Russian Federation, Sweden
and the UK (Marshall, 1997).
Nowhere within the text of the Convention or the surrounding debates does Article 3
surface as an implicit qualifier to Article 12. Where concerns about interests arose in
the context of other articles, the drafters refused to dilute those articles with
reference to the overriding need to protect the interests of the child. Attempts to do
so were seen as paternalistic and opening the door to a creeping abrogation of the
rights of the child under the Convention (Marshall, 1997: 16).
The argument here is that too heavy a reliance on the children’s voice for determining their
best interests may fail to recognise how each individual is limited in their understanding and
experience about ‘what is best’. Moreover, as I explore in the next case study, overemphasis on voice can also obscure the powerful expressive effects of silence.
Case two: children’s silences
In the field of children’s participation, children’s silence is often positioned as the
undesirable opposite to children’s voice. Based on this binary, silence is a problem that can
be rectified by children having a voice through participation. Certainly, there are many cases
where children’s silence is indicative of abuse. However, in revisiting the complexities of
silence, and drawing out its potential benefits, the research of Kohli (2009) and Silin (1999),
among others, provides an interesting point of non-compliance with this binary.
A more complex reading of silence can be seen in several studies describing children who
have been witness to traumatic events in their homeland and have consequently sought
asylum in another country. Kohli (2009) draws on numerous studies of this kind (e.g.,
Bogner et al, 2007; Herlihy et al, 2002; Papadopoulos, 2002; Green, 2000; Melzak, 1992) to
illustrate the deeply political and strategic nature of what is said and left unsaid in relation
to stories of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. Combining a close reading of these
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cases with theoretical work around the notion of silence (e.g., Jaworski, 1993), Kohli (2009)
identifies a range of reasons why silence might be the preferred choice of some children;
indeed, in some cases, silence may not even be a conscious choice at all (and so, neither is
voice.) Reasons identified by Kohli included: that some children were too shocked to talk
after experiencing extreme grief and trauma; that some children were concerned speaking
up may jeopardise their applications for asylum or their family in some way; that some
children did not want to talk about the past because they were trying to focus on their
present resettlement; and finally that some children were still too worried about their
future to reflect on the past. In recognising these various reasons, Kohli (2009: 111)
acknowledges that children’s silences can be just as powerful as their voices, arguing that
silence can serve both a healing function for children and as a way of managing particularly
traumatic experiences:
Taking all these views together, one can see the emergence and maintenance of
silence and secrets as part of a process of healing, as well as a way of concealing and
managing the confusion and disorder generated by forced migration.
Rather than aiming for a whole ‘truth’ through listening to children’s voices, Kohli (2009:
108) argues there are advantages for both speaker and listener in working with “silences,
fractured narratives, and their complex underbellies, in that, over time, multiple stories can
co-exist, allowing the sometimes solitary and neat ‘truth’ about an asylum claim to fit within
a broader frame of a life experienced as coherent, fluid and whole”. Not to mention that
saying the ‘wrong’ thing can have devastating consequences.
Silin’s (1999: 42) article Speaking Up for Silence is concerned with the “complicated,
changing textures” of silence. In advocating for silence, Silin draws on both his experience
with his silent father in hospital following throat surgery and his interactions with students
in the classroom as a teacher. Describing the experience of sitting by his father he states:
There were moments when the silence seemed to create an unbridgeable gap that
separated us into different worlds. There were others when it allowed us to be
together peacefully, without straining to make small talk or to interpret our
frequently misunderstood words. Silence was a relief, a refuge in which we could be
present without demanding or intruding (Silin, 1999: 42).
In this conceptualisation, silence is about presence as much as absence; boundaries are
blurred between what it means to care, to be thoughtful, and what it means to neglect, to
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be thoughtless. In regards to his developing appreciation of the silences between himself
and his students, Silin (1999: 42) states:
Here were opportunities to reflect on troubling questions, acknowledge unresolved
issues, and experience unsettling emotions. Not wanting to foreclose these
sometimes confusing, often provocative, moments, I gave up the press to cover
material in favour of the commitment to build a community of learners. Challenging
the authority of the word to order and organise our time in class, I began to wonder
about the way that communication occurs in and through silence. After all, not all
silences are the same…
Just like voice, Silin’s reflections suggest silence is highly spatial, whereby children may be
silent for a range of reasons in one context, and highly verbal in another. In other words,
children might be silent and/or silenced in certain places, but not in others. Further, in
acknowledging how silence may be “wielded aggressively like a weapon, manipulated
carefully to insure marginality, and constructed as a dam to hold back emotions” (1999: 4243), Silin resists what he views as a society that values the rational (i.e. ‘voice’) while
excluding the seemingly irrational or non-rational (i.e. silence). When children’s
participation focuses on the achievement of voice, a negative and limited view of silence is
produced. Recognising these exclusionary practices of voice provokes a number of
possibilities for reframing silence. Were silence considered an acceptable part of being and
becoming, would the capacity for stillness not appear as a highly useful and productive
social skill? In this way voice may be viewed as a reflection of class and culture rather than a
natural or necessary sign of societal development – a perspective I will expand upon further
in the next case.
Case three: children’s voices, and resistance to voice, in the school context
In the last ten years, an increasing number of researchers and educators are questioning the
promotion of children’s voice within the educational context. This, at least in part, seems to
be the result of experiences with ‘non-complying’ children and an increasing uptake of
poststructural or more nuanced understandings of power and identity. For example, having
been recently introduced to the work of Foucault, an early childhood educator in Australia,
Smith, reflected on her practices:
Using Foucault’s challenging idea that ‘observation is a disciplinary apparatus’ I
began to question my right to know the child. There are thoughts, questions, dreams
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and imaginings that I keep within myself that I have never shared with even the
closest people in my life. Yet, I turn my gaze on the child expecting to know all of her
(Smith cited in MacNaughton, 2005: 48).
As a result of this critical reflection, Smith is less concerned with discovering a ‘truth’ when
it comes to what children say and more open to negotiating the ambiguity that results when
the ‘will to truth’ is moved beyond. As MacNaughton (2005: 43) states:
Her [Smith] care of the self has shifted. Kylie [Smith] uses questions as tactics in this
work. She shares the questions she uses to know children differently rather than to
discover truths about them. ... Kylie’s questions are tactics through which to contest
the uneven power relations embedded in seeing a singular truth of the child.
A similar questioning of children’s voice in the school context is illustrated in Bragg’s (2007)
article ‘Student Voice’ and Governmentality: the Production of Enterprising Subjects? In this
article Bragg draws on Foucault’s notion of governmentality to interrogate qualitative data
collected in UK schools as part of an 18 month long nationally funded research initiative 61.
One project within this initiative looked specifically at the notion of ‘students as researchers’
(SAR) which invited students to investigate and voice issues that mattered to them in regard
to teaching and learning. Using excerpts from interviews with school staff, teachers and
students to support her argument, Bragg argues this project was an instantiation of neoliberal forms of incorporation which normalised children as reflexive and responsible
decision-makers with respect to their learning. Some of the student researchers described
those students who did not participate as “silly”, which Bragg saw as indicative of the way in
which certain students were marginalised as a risk to the new normativity, the same
children that may have once been seen in a much more positive or ‘heroic’ light 62. Yet, as
Bragg (2007: 354) notes, “there are legitimate reasons why students might feel that school
has not given them anything, just as learning and employability are social not just individual
issues”.
Even in schools where special effort was made to include the ‘disaffected’ among the
student body, students’ involvement was contingent upon their willingness to follow the
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academic language, research procedures and aims already set by the project. As such, Bragg
(2007: 354) argues these projects might simply exacerbate power inequalities through the
focus on “constructing an “academic” voice, installing norms of verbal competences that
may privilege the already privileged”. Further, comparing interviews with teachers and nonparticipating students, Bragg (2007: 354) stated “perceptions of the diversity of the student
research groups were often at odds; in one school, teachers insisted that SAR involved a
“wide range” of ability, whilst students who were not researchers explained to me that it
was the preserve of “the clever ones””. While recognising some of the positive effects of
SAR, such as ‘‘the pleasure students took in becoming more independent, taking their own
decisions about what to do’’ (Bragg, 2007: 353), Bragg (2007: 356) maintains that these
decisions take place “within a disciplinary framework and it comes at the cost of an
intensification of relations of domination’”.
While not drawing on poststructural theory, similar criticisms of voice were identified by
Silva (2001) in her case study of a ‘student outreach’ group at a high school in the United
States. Based on three years of ethnographic research, the article highlights and analyses
the varied ways in which students in the group struggled “to define the meaning and
purpose of their efforts and to negotiate their place and position within these efforts” (Silva,
2001: 95). In analysing which students were more willing to participate in school
improvement programs than others, Silva acknowledges the role of race, ethnicity and class.
For example, she quotes one African American male student as saying:
We got squeaky wheels and flat tires... Some smooth white walls rollin’ their way
right to college, gettin’ oil all the way. And then the rest of us... flat tires! Bumpin’ on
down the road, making all sorts of crude noises. Probably fall off real soon anyway.
Ain’t worth the grease (student cited in Silva, 2001: 95).
In differentiating between the “squeaky wheels” and the “flat tires”, this excerpt illustrates
the role of self-identity on whether or not a student will participate and voice their opinions
about the school. In other words, the excerpt indicates how ‘having a voice’ can mean very
different things to different students in accordance with their background and identity. The
closer the group’s connection to the pre-existing agenda of the school, the more likely it was
that the “squeaky wheels” (predominantly White/Caucasian females who were already
high-achievers involved in school activities) would come to dominate the group’s activities.
For these students, it made sense to voice their opinions within the school’s terms. As Silva
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(2001: 96) argues, “they had experienced success through cooperation with the school’s
rules and policies, it seemed appropriate to them for the group to behave in a similar, more
conformist manner”. For other students, however, including those that associated
themselves as “flat tires” and “students of color from neighboring, poorer communities, and
those with the lowest levels of achievement” (Silva, 2001: 96), conforming to more formal
and school-determined processes was problematic. For these students, having a voice was
understood very differently, “incited by their desire to disturb the traditional decisionmaking and reform process of the school, not to be a part of it” (Silva, 2001: 96). One
African American student who decided to pull out of the group explained:
I just have my own priorities right now. They [student outreach] have some good
ideas, but I’m not so much about empowering the school. I’m more about
empowering myself and my people (student cited in Silva, 2001: 97).
Even among those students who continued to be members of the group, opportunities to
express their voices were far from equal. Students who were considered by the group to be
more skilled or resourced in terms of communication were given leadership roles
(predominantly White/Caucasian females), whereas those who were less skilled or
resourced were consigned to supporting roles. Through increasing their formal connections
with the school, the group had prioritised the importance of an “articulate delivery” over
the need to represent the diversity of the student body. In this way, Silva (2001: 97) argues,
“resulted in a distribution of power and voice within the group that mirrored the inequities
of the larger school” which essentially meant the group “manifested the very problems it set
out to reform”.
What these examples suggest is that, through a combination of ‘theoretical’ and ‘practical’
knowledge, Smith, Bragg and Silva are in a unique position to recognise the wider relations
of power within which children’s voice is understood. This allows them to maintain a critical
perspective of practice and, more importantly, an awareness of those multiple and
sometimes conflicting voices that may not always comply with the rhetoric of children’s
voice.
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Case four: children’s voices “we don’t want to hear”
Gaps and fissures in popular reiterations of voice also emerge in instances where children’s
voices conflict with those of adults or confront adults’ expectations of how children’s voices
ought to sound. In Bragg’s (2001) article Taking a Joke: Learning From the Voices We Don’t
Want to Hear, she reflects on her experiences in the UK as a Media Studies high school
teacher. During her time teaching a course on horror films she felt she struggled to get the
students to respond critically in class. Reflecting on this time, Bragg (2001: 72) recalls feeling
“excluded and external to their culture” and moments “where their resistance seemed
intransigently overt”. The students’ resistance to thinking critically in accordance with
Bragg’s expectation was also evident when students were given a chance to voice their
opinions of the course in a student evaluation form. In response to the question ‘what were
your expectations when you chose this option?’, for example, students wrote: “[to] see lots
of blood and people being maimed and screaming in agony as they die painfull”; “watch
people getting hurt”; “lots of blood and limb extracting”; “[t]o see dead people, people
getting killed, people getting hurt shot, stabed, eaten, crucified, raped, shagged”. When
asked what had been the least enjoyable part of the course, students responses included:
“[s]hit discussions and no blood”; “the bit where Sarah [Bragg] goes on before the film”,
“waffalling on at the start of films”; “her blathering on about the film giving her personal
opinion which is always along the lines of sex”; “the bit where we analyse the film”.
One suspects taking these ‘voices’ on board would prove a challenging task to anybody
teaching a film studies course on the horror genre. For Bragg, she saw these responses as
both a confirmation of her failings as a teacher and as a personal attack on, and rejection of,
her perspectives. It was not until seven years later when Bragg ran into a former student,
Charlie, that she began to rethink what had transpired during that period and the meaning
behind the students’ voices. Charlie asked if she remembered ‘Edward Dildo-Hands’. When
she looked blankly at him, he explained how it was a play on the film title Edward
Scissorhands created by the students in response to her theory that knives were phallic
symbols. Prompting a re-evaluation of what had transpired during the course, Bragg (2001:
72) reflected on this brief encounter with a former student, stating:
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The fact that he [Charlie] retained a memory of this mere joke helpfully reinforced
my sense of the value of the arguments I had developed in my thesis, about the
importance of ‘everyday’ knowledges embedded within subjugated forms such as
jokes, story telling or even mis-spellings. But it also made me rethink my relationship
to my students. I had perhaps forgotten it because I then had no way of mobilising
such in/subordinate expressions pedagogically; I interpreted them as a
straightforward rejection of what I offered. Charlie made me see something I could
not at the time; how students paradoxically sustained my authority as a teacher by
challenging it from within, on my terms, and thereby gave me something a little
more intimate than I was then able to accept from them.
Describing interpretation as “always a collaborative and collective endeavour”, Bragg (2001:
72) attributes her continued critical reflections to two factors: firstly, the quality of her
relationship with the students, “its intensity and its fierce ambivalence”; and secondly, the
opportunities she has had to debate her experiences with teachers and researchers since, “a
privilege of being a full time researcher” (2001: 73). While Bragg (2001: 73) says that she
does not intend to disregard the benefits or pleasures of “the straightforward” in
interpreting children’s voices, she maintains the importance of adults’ listening even to that
which they don’t want to hear, since only by disrupting “our assumptions and habitual ways
of working” do “we learn the most”.
A more extreme illustration of a child’s voice which has disrupted assumptions and proven
difficult for adults to listen to can be seen in the case of Corey Worthington 63, a then-16
year old boy from a suburb in Melbourne, Australia. On a weekend in early January 2008,
Worthington threw a party at his house while his parents were out of town. He promoted
the party via mobile text messages and online social networking sites. As a result, an
estimated five hundred people showed up. The party led to substantial damage to
neighbours’ property; the thirty police officers (including a helicopter and dog squad) called
in added up to a $20,000 price tag for police services. Within twenty-four hours, the
incident had made news across the world. Among the most read news stories on the BBC’s
website at the time, the story was more popular than a report on the Taliban attacking a
hotel in Kabul (Hornery and Tibbitts, 2008). On the Monday following the party, an
Australian prime time current affairs programme64 arranged an interview with Worthington.
63

The data for this example has come directly from media sources rather than the literature on children’s
participation specifically. This difference aside, the story is relevant here because it is a contemporaneous
example that emerged in the popular media during the time of writing.
64
Channel Nine’s A Current Affair.
226

Worthington wore sunglasses, a cap and an unzipped hooded jumper with no shirt. The
increasingly frustrated and purse-lipped interviewer had the following exchange with
Worthington:
Interviewer: Why don’t you make a grown up decision now and accept
responsibility? Take off your glasses and apologise to us.
Worthington: I’ll say sorry but I’m not taking off my glasses.
Interviewer: Why not?
Worthington: Cause they’re famous.
Interviewer: Because your glasses are famous?
Worthington: Yeah.
In asking Worthington to apologise to “us” there was a sense that Worthington was
expected to address not just his neighbours and parents, but the ‘wider moral community’
as a whole. At another point in the interview, when asked what he would say to other young
people who were thinking of having a party while their parents were out of town,
Worthington suggested, “Get me to do it for you ... Best party ever so far, that’s what
everybody’s been saying”. The interviewer, adopting what was described as a “school
ma’am tone” (Hornery and Tibbitts, 2008), concluded the interview by suggesting
Worthington “go away and take a good long hard look at yourself”, to which Worthington
replied, “I have, everyone has, they love it.”
Following the interview, which was subsequently uploaded to, and watched hundreds of
thousands of times on YouTube, it seemed everyone had an opinion on Worthington’s
behaviour, not to mention his clothes, his parents and his future career prospects. People
were either infuriated or impressed by his antagonistic jokes and seeming resistance to
showing appropriate remorse. For weeks to come, the media and Worthington seemed to
feed off each other, with the irony being that as ‘punishment’ for his ‘antisocial’ behaviours,
Worthington managed to achieve substantial celebrity status. Promptly signed to a
managing agent, he proceeded to make money through special guest appearances, party
planning and the release of his own song. His unique dress sense caused a flurry of eBay
purchases of his trademark yellow sunglasses and months later he was still being used as a
key promotional tool, with a highly publicised appearance on Channel Ten’s reality show Big
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Brother. An online game was created called ‘Slap Corey’, allowing players to hit an image of
Worthington with an open hand. Interestingly, although becoming an internet
phenomenon, when a ‘user-created’ Wikipedia page was created for Worthington it was
deleted after only 35 minutes by the online encyclopaedia’s editors65.
Including this narrative as an example of ‘children’s voices we don’t want to hear’ is not
intended to glorify Worthington’s actions, or play down the role of media manipulation.
However, it cannot be denied that his voice, however politically incorrect, gave him
substantial leverage to participate in and influence the media. If Worthington had initially
simply acquiesced to the dominant adult wants and expectations, it is highly unlikely he
would have had such a lasting impact. While in some respects this narrative of Worthington
could be seen to represent an ‘authentic’ seemingly ‘autonomous’ voice, in social
democratic terms it remains an ‘un-rational’ voice.
Within the literature on children’s participation, controversial voices like Worthington’s are
not prevalent. Yet, as Martin suggested in her interview, these voices do exist and deserve
to be better understood. Based on her experiences working with older children, many of
whom were finishing school and moving out of home, Martin was critical of popular forms
of participation which were concerned with placing children in formal systems and
structures that were “adult orientated”, including steering groups and meetings where
children are given the opportunity to voice their perspective. Martin argued these spaces
“impose on children and young people what we [adults] are comfortable with ... because
that’s what we know, and that’s what adults are comfortable with”. Martin saw the
privileging of certain forms of communication over others as a major limitation of these
forms of participation, arguing that participation “can only be like when a child tells you
directly, “I want to do this, I want to do that, I am making this decision”, and they express
65

The basis for the entry’s deletion came after a lengthy discussion from Wikipedia (see:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Articles_for_deletion/Corey_Worthington_%282nd_nomination%29).
Two comments which neatly reflect the differing views in the discussion are: “Keep. Like it or not the main
stream media keeps devoting time to this guy, see google news. He is famous for being famous. Wiki pages are
devoted to people who died drinking water in an attempt to win a video game. I agree, he doesn’t deserve to
be famous, so what, he is famous. It might be better to call the page “The corey Delaney incident”, and revisit
devoting a personal page a year from now if Mr Delaney’s fame has legs”; “Speedy Delete. Yawn. Nothing’s
changed since the last AfD except that he got a job. There’s *less* attention to him now than before. He’s little
different than most teenagers that host a party without their parents knowledge, even if he does wear big
glasses and make an ass of himself on TV”.

228

that directly.” In Martin’s view this represented only one way in which children
communicate. When “looking at people who don’t use speech to communicate, who
express themselves through body language”, Martin asks fellow adult practitioners working
with children, “well what are you seeing, that they then can’t participate and have no choice
and control over their lives?”
Illustrating a more complex reading of voice, Martin drew on her interactions with one
young girl, whom she continued to support for many years even after they had finished
working together in a more formal setting. Martin described how she regularly received
phone calls from the girl who would make comments like, “oh I fucked so many blokes last
night, and I’m taking this drug, and I did that, I drunk til I was sick”. Assessing this as the
girl’s attempt to get a reaction out of her, test her and push her away, Martin’s “standard
response” was to say, “okay, well that’s fine, if that’s your choice, but you do know actually,
by going around sleeping around, having unprotected sex, these are the risks you face, so
make sure you use a condom”. The girl eventually stopped doing it, which Martin suggested
was because she realised that “a) I’m not going to go away, I’m not going to leave her, I’m
not going to be shocked by what she’s doing, and b) she learnt to reason herself”. In
describing a phone call she received from the girl several years later, Martin stated:
I don’t forget she phoned me, and this was about six years later and she phoned me,
and we’re still in touch but this one phone call, and she went, “oh my God, my friend
phoned me yesterday and she told me she’d done this, and I said to her, what do you
think you’re doing, have you thought about this?” ... And then she stopped and
went, “fucking hell, I sound like you don’t I?” ... And now I hardly hear from her, like I
hear from her maybe twice, two or three times a year, which is like a check in phone
call, “hey are you alright?” Whereas, before it was always like, “shit, this is going
wrong, that’s going wrong”.
In offering a more complex reading of children’s voices, Martin emphasises the importance
of taking it back “to that basic relationship and interaction” in order to ensure adults are
aware of, and respond to, the variety of direct and indirect ways children may
communicate. Martin felt this was something which was lacking in a lot of participation
work, arguing:
Actually to me, participation is about everyday interaction, and an adult responding
to a child from what they are communicating. So right from the basic of, if I am
working with a child or young person and I kind of pick up from their body language
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that something’s not quite right, then to me it’s about me going to explore that,
finding out, well what is the issue here? What’s the matter? What can we do to
change that? It’s about that kind of everyday interaction and experience and kind of
relationship with that child or young person. And it’s about me being responsive to
that, rather than kind of dictating and imposing how a child should behave, or how
they should participate. Actually they are participating all the time, we all do, and I
think it’s that everyday stuff, that kind of relationship that is the biggest issue
(Martin, personal interview, 13 November, 2008).
In recognising the interdependence and changing nature of human relationships, Martin’s
description suggests a different conception of children’s voice, one that is actively
constructed through relations and spaces. Further, in offering this alternative or at least
relationship-based view of participation, Martin’s description also suggests a possible shift
in how the ‘listener’ of the voice may be understood. Rather than a fixed, rational or
interpretive listener, a different conceptualisation of listening is offered.
Case five: children’s voices with special communication needs
A lot of the available literature on children’s participation suggests a strong desire to
reproduce and normalise select stories of children who, through ‘having a voice’, have
defied the odds and made change. Such pressure for children to ‘adultify’ - to conform, to
normalise and to ‘triumph’ perpetuates the image of the ‘child hero’. Stories which take up
such an image of the child also adopt a narrative of ‘transcendence over adversity’ rather
than challenging its very construction.
Wendell (1997) has argued in relation to ‘disabled heroes’ that this image is potentially
dangerous for both the child deemed ‘hero’ and the majority of children who are expected
to aspire to such a standard. For example, this image relies on the child passing as adult or
as ‘normal’ as possible. Further, such narratives of participation do not recognise the
circumstances that make it possible; circumstances that may not be achievable to all
children, potentially increasing the ‘otherness’ of the majority (Abberley, 1999).
The last decade has seen a growing body of literature specifically concerned with the
participation of children with special communication needs (e.g., Morris, 1998; Sinclair and
Franklin, 2000; Rabiee et al, 2001; Lewis, 2001; Marchant and Crisp, 2001; Kirby and Bryson,
2002; Cavet and Sloper, 2004; Franklin and Sloper, 2006). Based on this literature and their
own case studies of participatory work with disabled children, Franklin and Sloper (2009)
230

put forward a much messier conception of children’s voice that recognises the diversity in
the ways in which individuals may speak. More specifically, Franklin and Sloper (2009: 12)
call for broader understanding of the meaning of the term ‘participation’, one that takes an
individualised approach to practice and emphasises “the validity of children participating at
whatever level is appropriate for them”. Further, in taking into account that many children
communicate in mediums other than speech, they argue for a recognition that observation
can be a valid means of ascertaining the views of some children, particularly those with
profound and multiple disabilities. Alongside this more individualised approach, Franklin and
Sloper (2009: 13) also highlight the need for “more recognition of the resources, time and
support required to facilitate successful participation”.
To conclude their article, Franklin and Sloper (2009: 13) point to a body of literature that has
so far gone untouched within the literature on children’s participation:
Much could be learnt from an examination of the literature on supporting disabled
adults’ decision-making. So far this body of knowledge has remained rather polarised
from that of children’s participation.
What this suggests, is that by thinking critically about both the available literature and their
own experiences working with children with distinct communication needs, Franklin and
Sloper are able to open up spaces with new ways of thinking about children’s participation.
Conclusion to the reiterations of voice
Conclusion to the reiterations of voice
Highlighting these instances of non-compliance with dominant reiterations of voice in the
field of children’s participation indicates many ways in which to go beyond romantic
assumptions that voice is ‘good’ (and, by implication, silence ‘bad’) and innate, fixed,
harmonious and (at least ideally) unaffected by the context in which it is spoken and heard.
Rather than simply rejecting ‘children’s voice’ altogether (or simply replacing the word with
another), however, these examples of gaps and fissures within the field offer more nuanced
understandings of, and ongoing negotiations with, the notion of voice. What seems to have
enabled the emergence of many of these resistances is a combination of direct, intensive
interactions between adults and children, with the adoption of alternative theoretical and
critical perspectives on power, including poststructural and feminist critiques.
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3.1.5 Reiterations of ‘change’ in the field of children’s participation
The kids came up with some great ideas which made immediate changes. And
because we’d been instructed by the council and we were acting on the council’s
behalf, the youth safer city committee that they’d set up that we were feeding our
project into, the Safer Cities project, if we came up with a good idea today, we could
take it straight to them at the next meeting and they’d take things on and make
changes. So we could actually make things happen, which was interesting and quite
controversial at times. I mean I remember at one stage the kids presenting an issue
about drugs. There was a big issue over heroin dealing at the local train station, and
the train station was a transit zone, so it was where kids got on and off buses. There
was a lot of poor lighting there, and there were a lot of people who sort of hung
around and made it unsafe, there were all sorts of these little tunnels and things.
The young people constantly said to us, it’s really unsafe and we feel it’s a really
horrible place, but we don’t have a choice, we have to go there because we have to
get on our buses and trains. So the kids said, well what can we do to make it a safer
place? And so they said, well we want better lights and we want more police there,
and why don’t we play really crappy music so that people don’t like being there? And
so we went to the council and within a week they had put new lighting up, they had
asked the police to do more routine checks over certain times when the kids would
be there, and they started playing classical music at the railway station. The music
playing created a lot of public discussions. It was talked about in the other councils
and everyone was going on about it. The kids thought it was terrific, they really
thought it was hilarious, especially when it hit the newspapers. I suppose it was just
a really good situation that meant that they could make things happen.
This excerpt from Malone’s interview (personal interview, August 6, 2008) describes the
council-led ‘Safer Cities’ participatory project she was involved in with children in Victoria,
Australia. With stories like this, reflecting such positive, direct and immediate changes in the
lives of children and the broader community, it is difficult to see why anyone would want to
question the notion of children’s participation. Malone, as with the majority of the
informants I interviewed and many other key writers on children’s participation, grew up or
began their scholarly or practical work during the late 1960s and 1970s when there was
significant social critique and civil unrest. As Lorenzo (personal interview, 29 May, 2009)
describes of this period, “the zeitgeist at the time was very much about that national
critique in a democracy that allowed it to happen”. It was during this period that many of
the ‘new social movements’ (backed by feminist, disability and anti-racist organisations)
emerged to advocate for marginalised groups and a widening of democracy through a

232

model of participatory action (Pinkney, 2005). It was a time when, as Lorenzo (personal
interview, 29 May, 2009) describes, people were “doing a very much bottom up, we can
build, you know, a people’s park, kind of idea, we can make a difference”.
This notion of ‘making a difference’, of change and transformation, can be seen as a major
and fundamental driving force through the reiterations of change in the field of children’s
participation. In response to political and social barriers which were seen to oppress
children and did not see children as having any role to play in relation to change, children’s
participation is often considered a means for children “to advocate for their own cause and
transform their situations” (Reddy and Ratna, 2002: 20). There exists a strong belief in the
field that the proper objective of children’s participation is to ensure the change of
dominant structures and practices that limit what is possible for children in their everyday
lives. Change in this sense may be used to describe the tangible outcomes of a participatory
project (such as the provision of play space or policy development), as well as more
potentially intangible processes of personal, political, cultural and social transformation
(such as ‘raising awareness’, ‘building confidence’ or ‘changing attitudes’).
Although there have been significant efforts within the field to identify and describe such a
range of possible changes, a more significant interrogation of some of the effects of these
understandings is often overlooked. The unquestioned appeal of change is perhaps not all
that surprising; certainly I would not have undertaken this research if I did not think it could
make some sort of difference. However, as I show in the following section, my concern is
that there is so little critique within the field, that the notion of change has become almost a
mantra within the field. Change (whether related to the child or the environment) is spoken
about with such inevitability, as though ‘if this happens, this will follow’. I see these
processes of change as far less straightforward.
As consistent with my analyses of reiterations of agency and voice, I see these popular
reiterations of change to be based on similar notions of the child and participation which are
constructed through a range of discourses that produce both positive and negative effects.
These discourses have emerged within the larger governmental processes of ‘new times’
where processes of individualisation and democratisation increasingly link individuals to
forms of governance. The emergence of a new discourse of citizenship based on a
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‘deepening democracy’ is a key example. Given the aforementioned connection between
children’s participation and other social movements involved in widening democracy from
the 1960s and 1970s, it could be expected that this discourse should play a significant role in
shaping what is meant by change. In supporting a widening and deepening form of
democracy, this discourse supports a view of children as active citizens.

Further, in

constituting children as ‘social actors’ who are capable and/or have the right to make
change, sociological discourses of childhood and children’s rights as understood through the
UNCRC have also played a significant role in these reiterations of change. As noted
previously, such understandings of children and their involvement in understandings of
change are strongly related to humanistic notions of power, knowledge and the subject
which position children as innately rational beings.
While I do not intend to paint these humanistic values as unworthy or entirely invalid, I do
argue that, from a poststructural perspective, the absence of a more complex reading of
power renders them limited. By separating and distancing children from their contexts,
reiterations of change underpinned by humanistic understandings present children as
rational and collaborating subjects, capable of studying, observing and knowing the ‘outside’
to the extent that they can attempt to both predict what the ‘outside’ will do and control it.
Essentialising children in such a way makes it difficult to recognise the messiness and
interrelatedness of context and the complex relations of power which produce and
constrain what changes are possible. Further, these discourses can potentially homogenise
children’s voices by privileging contributions which align with democratic values while
excluding children who resist or do not display the same vision of this grander democratic
project. Finally, in drawing on these discourses many of these reiterations of change assume
that children will always articulate a need for change, acting in rational ways that serve the
interests of themselves and others. While certainly very liberating for some children whose
articulations coincide with the majority, this also potentially devalues the contribution of
other children who for whatever reason do not ‘fit’. As outlined earlier in this thesis, this
means that change, rather than liberating children, can operate as a technology of power
which further embeds children within the dominant structures and systems.
In light of these poststructural understandings of power and change, I will interrogate some
of the nuanced ways in which discursive reiterations of change play out in the literature and
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informant interviews. To structure this analysis I draw on three popular themes which
emerged through my initial reading of these texts: the notion of ‘the transformed self’; the
notion of ‘the local’; and the notion of ‘the theory/practice divide’. In conducting this
interrogation, I am not interested in proving whether change does or does not occur, but
rather, who or what is perceived to be changed, who decides this, and what might be lost in
the process.
Notions of ‘the transformed self’ in reiterations of change
You must be the change you wish to see in the world (Mahatma Gandhi).
This popularly circulated quotation from the Indian philosopher and pacifist Gandhi is a
feature of many advocacy campaigns, particularly those appealing to children and
encouraging their participation, from World Vision campaigns to international youth
summits66. In the context of this thesis, the quotation provides a succinct illustration of what
has become a major focus of change in the field of children’s participation – the
‘transformed child’. This is based on the idea that, by interrogating their own experiences,
children can achieve “an understanding of their own power as knowers and creators of their
world” (Weiler, 1991: 458) and ultimately as “potential transformers of their world” (Weiler,
1991: 458). Similarly, Burke (2007: 370) contends that “[g]iven a chance to offer their ideas,
views and tell of their experience, children can make adults think differently and see the
possibilities of change”. Such language is consistent with that used in the reiterations of
agency and voice previously discussed, in which children are constituted as separate from
and even morally above the political wrong-doings of adults, which in turn enables children
to make change. Such a belief in the embodiment of change (i.e. “be the change”) and the
notion of children as self (and world) ‘transformers’ has the potential to be incredibly
inspirational, liberating and self-affirming for many children.
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A quick Google search with this quotation alongside ‘children’ or ‘youth’ emphasises this point. For example,
in a report presented to the OECD on children’s involvement in the issue of climate change, Ekehaug,
Partington and Yeo (2008: 10) state:
Youth have the role of forging a “collective consciousness” on this issue, to build an inclusive
movement on climate change and “set the standard of expectations” for our generation very high. As
one thoughtful participant noted, to achieve this youth must first “be the change [they] wish to see in
the world” (quoting Mahatma Gandhi). Youth must be the ones to live these ideals and lifestyles as
they encourage others to share them.
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However, from a poststructural perspective, children are socially constructed and therefore
cannot be isolated from the context within which they, along with adults, are constituted.
Consequently, an effect of children’s ‘self-transformation’ is that they may be rendered
responsible for improving their own lives while being distanced from the contextual factors
(both material and discursive) which may aid or constrain what is possible.
As a major discourse involved in the notion of self-transformation, the role of a democratic
discourse of children’s citizenship underpins many reiterations of change. For instance, in
reflecting on her participatory work in South Africa as part of the GUIC project, Kruger (cited
in Chawla, 2005: 61) identifies a range of ways participation can lead to changes in children,
changes which closely align with those typically associated with functional or ideal citizens:
[C]hildren who have taken part in GUIC projects speak of intrinsic, vital and longterm gains such as enhanced personal capacity and a heightened awareness of the
environment and their neighbourhoods. This is reflected in behaviour change: they
might no longer litter, might stand up for those who are harassed at shops, might
report abusive taxi drivers to their parents – things they would not have done
before. What do these actions reflect, other than an altered sense of self?
This excerpt indicates a range of ways in which participation may help children develop
useful everyday skills and enhance their capacities and awareness as responsible citizens.
However, as with the reiterations of empowerment analysed previously, the capacity for
children to arrive at this “altered sense of self” is contingent upon having been given the
necessary skills as determined and valued by adults. While Kruger refers to a very specific
case in the South African context, and I therefore hesitate to draw too much from such an
example, similar democratically underpinned reiterations of change in relation to children’s
responsibility as citizens can be seen in the writing from a range of different cultural and
social contexts. For example, working from New Zealand and describing children’s
participation in relation to education, Smith (2007: 4) states:
Participation rights are very important within a societal context where adult
authority and power is absolute. Children’s role as citizens is determined by the
extent to which their participation rights are respected. Participation rights support a
sense of belonging and inclusion but more importantly teach them how they can
bring about change.
This quotation from Smith is underpinned by a notion of sovereign power, as something
possessed by adults and beyond the reach of children. Such a conceptualisation of power
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produces fixed distinctions between children and adults, but where children are still
ultimately dependent on adults to set the parameters for change.
In a different cultural context, but remaining strongly connected to this democratic
language of shared responsibility and inclusion, Rizzini and Thaplyial (2007: 18) describe
children’s political participation in Brazil, stating:
Early opportunities for democratic participation nourish a sense of collective
ownership and responsibility as well as skills to solve problems in collaborative ways.
Perhaps most importantly, children develop a belief in themselves as actors who
have the power to impact the adverse conditions that shape their lives. They develop
confidence and learn attitudes and practical lessons about how they can improve the
quality of their lives.
This excerpt highlights a significant assumption underlying many reiterations of change in
the field of children’s participation: that by making available the ‘right’ (democratic)
conditions within which children can participate, all children will automatically develop
particular ways of being and believing that are positive and conducive with the interests of
others. While no doubt such a conception offers many benefits to children, it again sets a
significant limit on what sort of change is possible in accordance with democratic interests.
Further, the argument relies on a humanistic understanding of children as rational and
separate from their conditions which assumes children can diagnose and control the factors
which are causing them to be oppressed or marginalised.
Similar democratic notions of change were evident in the interviews. As noted in
reiterations of agency and voice, Hart in particular drew on democratic values to support his
understanding of participation. For example, conducted the day after Barack Obama was
elected President of the United States, Hart (personal interview, 7 November, 2008) related
what he perceived as Obama’s strength with his own ideas regarding children’s
participation, stating:
One of the things that’s really special about Obama is when he talks about, “we’re all
in this together”, I don’t think he’s just trying to use effective political clichés. I think
he really knows that change occurs from all of us working together, and he also
knows that he has a particular genuine leadership ability to inspire people to do that.
And that’s why he believes he should be in a position of authority and charismatic
leadership. But he really sees it as a way of motivating others to be more
participatory with one another.
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This excerpt from Hart’s interview draws on strongly democratic notions of inclusivity and
collective action. In drawing on an appealing democratic language of “collective ownership
and responsibility”, Hart’s argument (along with those in the examples above it) assume
that setting up conditions for (democratic) participation will automatically develop
particular ways of being and believing. Possessing the power to change is conditional on “us
working together” toward a common goal as stipulated by the charismatic leadership.
Again, while this in itself is not the issue, it does seem to indicate that through what counts
as change, what inspires, is still decided by the ‘powers that be’. This ultimately leaves intact
the hierarchy of power which participation is hoping to reverse in the name of equality,
separating children from their contexts.
While Kinoshita did not draw as explicitly on a democratic discourse of citizenship in his
interview, he did describe the notion of children changing through their participation in his
projects. This was particularly apparent when Kinoshita discussed his longitudinal research
projects concerned with the “transformation of the environment through children’s place”
in Japan. A major aim of this research was to compare the environmental and social
experiences of children with the childhood experiences of older generations. This
comparison of children’s experiences with those of older generations was used to justify the
need for change, a need to return to a ‘better time’. In describing this need for change,
Kinoshita (personal interview, 30 April, 2008) stated:
When we did this kind of research in the 1980s, the environment and situation was
very different. We are getting worse, we need to change. It is not only the physical
environment, but the social environment. The social environment is maybe more
important, to change the parents’ ideas, and the children themselves, and let them
know about the more interesting, or more funny, or more joyful activities, or about
places or spaces. To do this we need to involve them, and let them be a subjective
person who will be able to do something or make change. For most children, their
ideas might be created by their mind, so created from some kind of commercialism.
Many people did so; boys and girls are doing so. It may be difficult for the children to
understand that their way of thinking and this type of activity is very important for
independence. Even if they don’t understand, they still want to be involved.
As was the case in several other interviews (see, for example, Lorenzo), this excerpt from
Kinoshita draws strongly on nostalgic and personal childhood experiences of older
generations to support the need to return to the past, or at least to set it as the benchmark
for what children should be doing and thinking today. Participation in this sense is a means
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for letting children change themselves into “subjective people” who are pure and less
affected by modern day traps like commercialism. Thus the aim of participation is to expose
children and their parents to the “more interesting”, “more funny” or “more joyful”
activities, places or spaces compared to the “commercialism” which are seen to offer a less
authentic or foreign influence on children’s minds. Yet, this creates a paradox, whereby
children’s independence is dependent on their changing behaviours in accordance with the
values and experiences of older generations.
Like popular reiterations of agency and voice, ‘change’ in these excerpts from participatory
experiences across a range of cultural contexts is strongly connected to democratic
discourses of rights and citizenship, discourses that rely on humanistic understandings of
power and children as innately rational subjects. While this is not intrinsically bad, it does
rely on a limited understanding of power as an ‘absolute’ product which children are to be
given through their participation. It also has the effect of separating and distancing children
from their contexts, presenting children as rational and collaborating subjects, capable of
studying, observing and knowing the ‘outside’ to the extent that they can attempt to both
predict what the ‘outside’ will do and control it. Within this view, the ‘authentic child’ needs
to be re-captured. If children are not as they should be then participation in and of itself will
transform them. If children are tainted then participation will help them be brought to an
awareness of their true nature. This does not leave much space for those children who do
not transform accordingly, who may resist or whose situations or views do not comply with
that of the democratic majority.
Notions of ‘the local’ in reiterations of change
To ‘think globally and act locally’67 emerged as a classic environmental and development
mantra in the twentieth century. It suggests a ‘bottom-up’ approach to planning, urging
individuals to take action in their own communities in light of what will better the world as a
whole. Such community-driven actions reflect a sort of ‘grassroots’ activism, offering a more
natural and authentic form of change in response to the limitations of traditional ‘top-down’
67

This phrase is also used by numerous organisations in their promotion of participatory projects with
children. Lambourne (2010) for example, lists thinking globally and acting locally among the top concepts
associated with UNICEF’s Children-Friendly Cities initiative.
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power structures. This is based on the idea that for ‘genuine’ change to occur the social
order needs to be reversed, whereby the power possessed by those ‘at the top’ should be
handed over to those ‘at the bottom’. Certainly, for those wishing to support the
participation of marginalised or oppressed groups and overturn power imbalances, it is an
appealing approach. There is a sense that communities are capable of just about anything
and that all that is required to unleash these capacities is for them to be effectively
mobilised. This can be seen in the work of Chambers (1983, 1997) and the emergence of
participatory rural appraisal (PRA). Based on perceived binaries between ‘professional’
knowledge and ‘local’ knowledge, the approach stipulated by Chambers and others
positions the latter of these knowledges as morally superior and therefore it is the aim of
development to reverse these structures through participation. However, in more recent
times this emphasis on the local in development has received significant criticism,
particularly from those drawing on poststructural theories of power. Cleaver (2001), for
example, argues that these understandings of the local, as seen in the work of Chambers,
attribute a moral value to the knowledge and practices of the marginalised. In contesting
this assumption, Cleaver (2001: 47) writes:
How, then, do we deal with situations where ‘local culture’ is oppressive to certain
people, where appeals to ‘tradition’ run contrary to the modernizing impulses of
development projects? Why do we see so little debate about these tensions in the
development literature? Is it for fear of criticising local practices and being seen as
the professionals so roundly condemned in Chambers’ work? Are we not in danger
of swinging from one untenable position (we know best) to an equally untenable and
damaging one (they know best)?
It is now a decade on from this interrogation and problematisation of knowledge and power
in participatory development. However its repercussions in the field of children’s
participation are yet to be significantly felt. The assumed self-evidence of change through
children’s local actions persists, despite substantial evidence of the “overlapping, shifting
and subjective nature of ‘communities’ and the permeability of boundaries” (Cleaver, 2001:
45).
Reiterations of local change are evident, for example, in the publication Seen and Heard:
Reclaiming the Public Realm with Children and Young People (Beunderman, Hannon and
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Bradwell, 2007). Drawing on a discourse of democratic citizenship, Beunderman and
colleagues (2007: 33) contend:
For children and young people, learning the game of participation in the world’s
affairs and about the importance of democratic responsibility occurs only through
practical participation. Involving children and young people actively in decisionmaking roles can benefit the local environment as well as strengthen children’s
sense of belonging to a locality and also be an important step towards developing
competent participating citizens.
In this instance, children’s capacity for making change through “learning the game” that is
participation is seen to be tied to children’s sense of belonging to ‘the local’. Further, this
perspective is ultimately concerned with producing children as ‘localised’ subjects that can
then be developed into “competent citizens”. However, this suggests a fairly idealised view
of local knowledge which assumes that local values and practices will invariably align with
those of democracy. This does not account for situations where conflict arises within the
community. For example, reflecting on the effects of a UNICEF initiative where children took
on the role of community reporters in Orissa, India, Acharya (2010: 213) identified
challenges in regards to children’s security:
There have been instances where the schoolteachers have felt threatened by the
children’s reports on the quality of education and the overall condition of the
schools. Similarly, community members have felt threatened by reports of
alcoholism and the improper use of community and school funds.
Even where children’s contributions to change are considered to be successfully taken on
board by the local community, the way in which children and power are understood within
these processes often remains fairly taken-for-granted. For example, a key theme
underlying many of the chapters in the book A Handbook of Children and Young People’s
Participation (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010) is the belief that participatory projects that
start small in communities tend to be far less problematic than those based in formal
institutions; what one author describes as the difference between “performed” and “lived”
participation (Pells, 2010: 198). In Shier’s (2010) chapter68, for example, he draws on the
68

This chapter was in the final stages of completion when I interviewed Shier for this study and consequently
he spoke about it heavily. Consequently, while I could have drawn on excerpts from his interview, I chose to
include an excerpt from his published chapter instead because it is a lot more succinct for the purposes of this
analysis.
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notion of a ‘bottom-up’ approach to children’s participation in community, which he
constructs in the form of ‘The Participation Tree’. In describing this visualisation, Shier
(2010: 226) states:
The CESESMA experience shows that ‘participation’ is bigger, broader, more varied
and more complex than previous analyses have suggested. One of the big challenges
for adults aiming to facilitate non-tokenistic participation beyond a limited local level
is to ensure that children and young people are not manipulated into serving adults
agendas. CESESMA’s experience suggests that one way to achieve this is to support
children’s gradual ‘bottom-up’ processes of learning, sharing, organising and
mobilising, so that when children demand a voice in the big decisions that affect
their lives, they arrive at the table as a force to be reckoned with.
This excerpt presents a paradox, where ensuring change through a reversal of the existing
top and bottom is simultaneously contingent upon the bottom adapting the practices of the
top. More specifically this means that change is contingent on children learning particular
skills that will be valued “at the table”. Such a perspective is based on a view of ‘the local’
and ‘the child’ as untainted by the larger context which potentially down plays the way that
knowledge is produced through existing structures.
Reflecting on this emerging emphasis on community based participation in the conclusion to
their book, the editors state:
When embedded within communities, participation seems to acquire a higher level
of meaning, effectiveness and sustainability. Within communities the problems with
ownership, representation and trust, which plague participation initiatives in
Western countries, appear to be lesser (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010b: 360).
While acknowledging that successful participatory projects require an understanding of
processes at local, national and international scales, Percy-Smith and Thomas (2010b: 360)
do argue that local participatory initiatives will be most beneficial to children, stating:
In considering the relative merits of participation within communities or in
institutions, it is also useful to consider the different agendas at play, and who
benefits. Children’s participation in staff recruitment, or consultations about service
priorities, may primarily benefit the organisations involved; but the experience of
being trusted, having responsibility and opportunities for action, can have massive
benefits for young people.
While this excerpt does suggest community-based everyday participation to be more
directly beneficial to children, drawing on notions of “trust”, “responsibility” and “action”,
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these benefits also appear closely related to a discourse of democratic citizenship. As
consistent with the reiterations previously analysed, these democratic values have many
positive outcomes for many children. However, in drawing exclusively on such a discourse, it
is also reliant on a humanistic conception of children as rational homogenous beings. It may
be somewhat romantic to assume that children will form trust among each other and
engage in deliberative actions on an equal basis. Such inclusivity may not be able to account
for the inevitable diversity and conflict between individual children, excluding those children
who are uninterested in participating in democratic ways or who participate but offer
contradictory views. These arguments stress solidarity between children and communities
which assume some underlying shared interest; whereby conflict, negotiation, inclusion,
and exclusion are sometimes recognised but rarely interrogated.
Notions of ‘the theory/practice divide’ in reiterations of change
Within the field of children’s participation, there is a strong desire to focus work on practical
matters to make a difference, a desire for direct action which would involve children on a
very ‘real’ level. Such a passion for galvanising practical changes was reflected by
practitioners and researchers in both the literature and interviews. This is evident, for
instance, in the article Don’t Just Listen – Do Something! (Chawla et al, 2005) which was the
result of a collaboration between several practitioners and researchers involved in
UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities (GUIC) project. Describing what made him enthused by
UNESCO’s GUIC project, Percy-Smith (cited in Chawla et al, 2005: 56) explains “it offered
creative ways of engaging with young people, and through its action focus, it espoused a
commitment to change, which mattered to me then as it does now”.
The appeal of this action oriented approach and commitment to change was also evident in
Malone’s interview when she reflected on what factors contributed to her becoming
involved in participatory work with children. Linking this back to her own childhood, Malone
(personal interview, August 6, 2008) described feeling marginalised as a child, whereby
there was not much she could do about her concerns about the local environment and she
felt “a bit like I was powerless about making, changing things”. Alongside these early
frustrations, Malone also described her later obstacles as the Education Officer at the
Wilderness Society which involved her being “very much on the frontline, like tying
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ourselves to trees, all that sort of stuff” but feeling similarly frustrated that this meant she
was often positioned as “very radical and on the edge” but that “being like that meant you
never got anything really done”. These experiences are what Malone saw as influencing her
move into education, “because I thought, well if I want to change the world and make it a
better place for kids, maybe being a teacher is the place to do it”.
This desire to remain actively involved in action-oriented community projects while
remaining employed within the academy was reflected among the majority of informants
interviewed as well as in reflections from those within the literature. For example,
describing her dual role as “scholar-advocate” in her work with children and participatory
methods, Cope (2008: 85) states:
[A]t the heart of my participatory research these is also an element of passionate
action that goes beyond the potential for chipping away at mundane policies to get
at the much bigger issues of the structurally perpetuated deterioration of urban
neighborhoods children live in; the intersections of race, class, gender, and youth
that create overwhelming situations of oppression; and, ultimately, children’s
exclusion from “the public” through a series of disempowerments and the pervasive
devaluing of children’s agency and knowledge.
This “passionate action” described by Cope could in many ways be seen as a response to
frustrations with bureaucratic systems where nothing ever seems to ‘get done’ and the
primary focus is on “chipping away” at policies and paperwork. From this perspective, it is
easy to see how work which comes across as ‘too theoretical’ may also be seen as esoteric,
a luxury of those in their ‘ivory towers’ and detached from the real work of practitioners and
activists. Such a distinction between the theoretical and the ‘real’ work of practitioners is
neatly represented by Reddy (2000: 48) when, in describing the active participation of
working children, she asks, “are you looking down at their problems from your ivory tower,
or do you see problems through their eyes?”. What this seems to insinuate is the further
away one is from the physical child, the further ‘up the tower’, the less authentic one’s
practice.
Given this passion for ‘real’ change, it is easy to see why ‘tools’ with a great deal of
legitimacy and certainty like the UNCRC may appear more helpful, accessible and practical
than the sometimes obscure theoretical tools offered by the academy. From this
perspective, discourses of children’s rights offer an appealing alternative to ‘theory’ to those
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in the field of children’s participation. As Mitchell (2005: 318) argues, “[f]or those in
research, policy or practice wishing to implement Article 42 – particularly with children or
young people – the choice of theoretical approaches appears a distant consideration”. This
is particularly evident in the models, manuals, reports and ‘lessons learnt’ within the
literature on children’s participation, many of which have been commissioned by the site
behind the UNCRC – the United Nations. As noted in the introduction to this thesis, it is
often these more technical or rights focused texts which fill the space of theory in the field.
As a publication published by UNICEF’s Innocenti Centre, Hart’s Ladder of Children’s
Participation (1992) is a prime example of this (indeed, it is difficult to find an article or
report from the 1990s that does not cite his work).
While Hart himself is based within the academy and often writes for the UN or NGOs, during
our two interviews, he made a particular point of critiquing this privileged academic position
within the field of children’s participation. During our second interview I had brought along
a flyer for conference on children’s participation I was about to attend the following week.
When I asked if he recognised any of the names, he responded “I was just checking that. No,
it just shows how out of touch I am, right?” I explained that I did not recognise the names
either and that that was one of the reasons I wanted to attend, so that I could hopefully
gage with a different level. In response he stated:
Good. Social workers, participation workers, voluntary organisations, youth workers,
play leaders. Aaah, these are the kind of people you talk with. Not these academic
sorts like me who are isolated in the ivory tower (Hart, personal interview, 7
November, 2008).
As an image often attributed to the academy, the “ivory tower” gives an impression of
academic knowledge, often strongly theoretical, as disconnected from the experiences of
the everyday. Explaining his preference for collaborative workshops over more formal
academic practices like lecturing, Hart stated:
Even though I have a few insights, they don’t come from reading or thinking. The
insights I really have about participation have come from doing it, and from other
people who do it, other people who are really good at listening to children and
working with children.
Consistent with the reiterations previously analysed, this privileging of the practical rests on
the humanistic assumption that the ‘truth’ about children can be gleaned from observing
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and listening to children alone. This has a range of effects on what is valued in the field of
children’s participation. On the positive, taking this perspective draws attention to the work
of many practitioners ‘on the ground’, who work incredibly hard, often in very high-pressure
situations, to improve the lives of children. However, another major effect is that it
reiterates a binary between theory and practice, whereby one side – the latter – is
privileged.
Yet, with the UNCRC offering such a valuable tool of legitimation which can be far more
powerful in the eyes of decision-makers (as pointed out by Mitchell, 2005), why should it
matter if theory is sidelined if it means ‘getting things done’? Given the significant and
explicit role played by theory in this thesis, this points to a rather fundamental argument in
this thesis: why is theory valuable? What can theory offer that the UNCRC cannot?
Firstly, the very notion that one can even separate theory from practice, that each can
operate in isolation from the other, is problematic and erroneous. As Moss and Petrie
(2002: 17) argue, “there is no choice between ‘theory’ and ‘no theory’, or indeed between
‘theory’ and practice”.
Secondly, and as I hope I have managed to persuasively argue throughout this thesis, I
believe theory can be incredibly useful for practice in the field of children’s participation
because theory helps individuals to reflect on their work, locating the particular in the wider
context. As Cooke (2004: 51) argues “we need to take a historical perspective to be able to
put the role and function of participatory development into perspective and context; again,
the focus on the here and now that participatory work encourages can discourage us from
assessing how it fits into longer-term processes and trends”.
Gaps and fissures in reiterations of change
The above analysis of reiterations of change highlights the ways in which children’s
participation is increasingly connected to dominant discourses of democratic citizenship and
children’s rights. Such discourses have significant effects on what counts as ‘making a
difference’ in the field. Much of what is talked about as change presents it as an innately
‘good thing’, mobilising more competent and responsible citizens through an automatic
process of participation. Such a perspective can be incredibly beneficial for many children
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and their communities. Yet, from a poststructural perspective, these reiterations also
potentially limit what is possible because they rely on essentialising ideas about children
which downplay the role of context in the change-making process. In other words, in striving
to ‘make a difference’ there is a tendency to ‘ignore difference’. Consequently, in order to
move beyond the conceptual limitations of these reiterations of change it may be helpful to
embrace the political nature of ‘making a difference’ and the conflicts that this necessarily
involves by way of acknowledging some of the ‘gaps and fissures’ within these reiterations
which may provide a more nuanced and complex view of change. As with the gaps and
fissures presented in the previous sections on reiterations of agency and voice, the following
‘cases’ represent a range of recent and potentially quite conflicting perspectives which do
not quite comply with popular conceptions of change.
Case one: change as “a strategic opportunity”
A major focus in the above reiterations was the notion that, for change to occur, children
needed to be, or learn how to be, responsible democratic citizens. However, the following
excerpts from Malone’s interview illustrate an example of a situation where children do not
conform to this image, but still manage to bring about wanted change in their lives. It is a
particularly notable example because it shows a development in thinking on the part of
Malone based on her experiences of working with children.
The desire to ‘make a difference’ was a strong driving force for Malone. As indicated in the
excerpts used from her interview in the above analysis, this desire was what initially led her
to become involved in participatory work with children. However, she also spoke about the
obstacles she had faced when trying to make this rhetoric a ‘reality’, and how in reflecting
upon real life situations, she had developed a more nuanced or perhaps less romantic
understanding of the possibilities for change, as well as the potential pitfalls, stating:
People get caught up, and I found myself doing this too, in really overselling projects,
you know, “we’re going to change the world with this”, blah blah blah, “we’re going
to do that”, like in a way to sort of attract them [children] to be a part of it. You can
get sort of ahead of yourself and start thinking that there are all these possibilities.
When to me it’s like, if something really great comes out of it and it’s way more than
what the kids expected from it, then that is a brilliant outcome and the kids will be
surprised and they’ll think it’s great. If you’ve sold it and sold it too highly, that
there’s going to be a lot more coming out of this from their involvement than
247

actually what comes out of it, then you’re likely to disempower them and actually
make them feel way worse than when they started (Malone, personal interview, 6
August, 2008).
Such a perspective on change was further reflected when Malone spoke about a group of
local bike riders who had answered her advertisement asking for children to volunteer to
participate in a neighbourhood development project.
So they said to us, “Look, we wanna save our BMX track. Can you make sure, can we
have a chance to talk to, you know, the Mayor or the city council about it?” ... They
gave us their data around their neighbourhood and what they were interested in.
We set up the meeting for them and sort of from that point onwards it was out of
our hands. We said, “Look, this is what we can do, we can put your case forward and
give you that opportunity”, and then it was up to the council how they then dealt
with it. But it was really lovely. And the kids said they didn’t want anything else to do
with the project after that, which was fine! Because it was like, well okay, they had
seen it as a strategic opportunity for them.
This story of a group of children, whom Malone referred to as “the BMX bandits”, does not
represent a typical case of children’s participation as suggested by the dominant reiterations
of change previously identified. While certainly change was achieved through their
participation, it was not gained through democratic notions of ‘shared responsibility’ and
equality. In other words, the change that occurred was not through a process of
transformation whereby the children learnt skills and attitudes which would set them in
good stead to be democratic citizens. As Malone states, they saw their involvement as “a
strategic opportunity”. Once they had received what they wanted, they “didn’t want
anything else to do with the project”. In this sense tangible outcomes were more important
in the evaluation of the project’s success, as opposed to the education or transformation of
the children through the development of ongoing relationships with adults. In fact, in this
instance it could be argued that if particular democratic obligations had been imposed on
the children, such as sustained involvement or participation in surveys and workshops, they
would not have taken part at all, let alone achieved the same outcomes.
Such a strategic, even perhaps subversive, use of the participatory process by children was
also reflected in a comment from a child involved in a youth council:
It was tokenistic though, to a point. But we took it past that point when we started
talking and not saying what they wanted to hear. And there’s nothing wrong with
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tokenism for a beginning because it always develops into a big hard stick that’s
poking them in the eye (young respondent cited in Freeman, et al, 2003: 66).
These strategic opportunities within a participatory project are not only acknowledged by
children; some adults have begun to acknowledge how their work in these projects may also
be self-serving. For example, drawing on her background in feminist theory, Cope (2008)
was openly self-reflexive about the personal benefits of her role in participatory research:
Finally, and coming back to feminist concerns regarding positionality and power, I
struggle with the question of heroism. In my most honest moments I know that my
passionate wish for children to live in good cities and for their views to be taken
seriously is accompanied by a wish that I could be a transformative hero, that
something I do or write will be the critical factor in making a widespread, meaningful
difference. While I would be glad to see substantive change in the lives of urban kids,
would I be that much gladder if it was because of something I did? Yes! I do want to
be a hero, but what does that say about my own instrumentalist goals, then? Do I
embark on such research for the lines on my CV, possible pay raises, and greater
glory? To be frank, I do, which is a not very comfortable admission. But perhaps this
is part of the qualifications for public intellectuals, for scholar-advocates—if we care
and are passionate enough about issues to make these many efforts, perhaps we
need a little hope that we will also serve as heroes for the cause, as leaders of
transformation, and as advocates and champions for the silenced and excluded
groups in our society. And this is probably not something to be ashamed of (Cope,
2008: 86).
Compared with the popular reiterations of change previously identified, these accounts
present a more complex view of power as it relates to change within children’s
participation. In doing so, these stories suggest that regardless of the power structures
which instigated the project, there are always opportunities for power to be exercised in
unforeseen ways.
Case two: change as unwanted
Another major theme identified in the above analysis of reiterations is that within the field
there is a tendency to assume children will always articulate a need for ‘change’. But what
happens in instances where children’s voices instead reflect the status quo? For example, in
a study of high school students from a low-income area of the United States, Akerlind and
Trevitt (1999) found students were highly resistant to the prospect of changing traditional
classroom practices. Exploring why this might be the case, Howard and Johnson (2002: 8)
argue that asking children “to imagine how things might be managed differently is
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problematic because it is asking these students to put their present success at risk – the
status quo represents the conditions under which they have been successful, they might not
be as successful under different circumstances”.
What seems to enable Howard and Johnson (2002: 8) to think differently about change in
children’s participation is an awareness of both the theoretical and the practical, as well as
recognition of the ways in which these may “collide”. This could mean, at least in some
instances, it is worth considering the possibility that the best sort of change is no change at
all. Alternatively, for Howard and Johnson (2002), these tensions between theory and
practice mean recognising that the scale at which changes are directed (i.e. toward the
students) may be inadequate. As Hargreaves and colleagues (cited in Howard and Johnson,
2003: 8) state:
Administrators looking for quick procedural solutions to the problems of transfer and
transition are likely to be disappointed. Before very long, their change efforts will
need to address the deep principles underlying the specific innovations that they are
trying to implement. Administrators who thought they were faced with just a few
changes in procedure have often later found themselves with the challenge of
changing their whole school. If substantial and significant improvements to the
education of early adolescents are to be secured, the underlying principles, deep
structures and ingrained cultures of secondary schooling in particular, will ultimately
need to be confronted.
Case three: change as messy
In striving to include every child in the name of making a difference, the above reiterations
of change also reflect how children may end up being clumped together in one homogenous
group. In doing so, there is an assumption that all children will develop the same skills and
attitudes as conducive with their roles as citizens, including learning to share and value
diversity. Somewhat ironically, in stipulating for children to value diversity through their
participation, these reiterations of change often ignore the diversity between children. This
can present a very linear, impersonal and simplified account of change.
One researcher who provides a very different account of the effects of participatory practice
is Gallagher (2008). Drawing on the work of Foucault and resisting a “standardised,
‘objective’ measurement of participation outcomes”, Gallagher (2008: 403) states:
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In my view, a Foucauldian approach to studying the effects of participation would be
less systematic, more interpretative, and hopefully both more exciting and more
unsettling. It would involve telling unexpected, passionate stories ... about
participation, rather than making claims to objective truth.
In moving from systematic and objective truths to the more interpretative, unexpected,
passionate, exciting and unsettling, Gallagher’s approach is suggestive of an emotional
dimension in participatory processes and outcomes. This is highlighted in the doctoral work
of Pinkney (2005) who draws on poststructural and psychoanalytic perspectives to analyse
and understand children’s participation in the social work context in terms of its effects on
emotions. Emotions are something that Pinkney (2005: 43-44) highlights as often missing
from the discussion:
The emotional can be viewed as problematic to managerial, procedural and
outcomes driven organizations where emotionality leads to claims of loss of
productivity or effectiveness. Emotions are also viewed as weak/problematic in
organizations which value empiricism, measurable and quantifiable results. The
affective aspect of organizations is more difficult to quantify and measure. I argue
that within social care there is ambivalence about the emotional because on the one
hand social work was influenced heavily by psychoanalytic perspectives where affect
became the object of intervention. Empathy with service users is also valued which
can be argued to be a way that emotionality is valued. On the other hand service
users are often constructed as being ‘emotional’ but professionals are viewed as
‘leaky’ or weak if they display too much emotion.
Recognising the role of emotion in participatory practices, Pinkney draws on a more
complex and nuanced understanding of human beings, who are not simply rational and
competent, but “sensitive, emotional, embodied beings” (Kjorholt, Moss and Clark, 2005:
177).
In moving away from more simplified readings which see changes from children’s
participation as offering a ‘truth’, these perspectives provide a much complex and ‘messier’
view of these effects on participants, one built on an acknowledgment of more ambiguous
and personal narratives.
Case four: change as quantitative
To offer a provocative contrast to the notions of change offered by Gallagher and Pinkney in
the previous case, I will now highlight another perspective on change in relation to
children’s participation in the form of the quantitative work which Kytta spoke about in her
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interview. Kyttä’s interview (personal interview, 25 November, 2008) reflected quite a
different take on participation and change. Kyttä’s inclusion in this study is a unique one in
that prior to the interview she had mentioned a move away from children’s participation
projects in more recent years. Referring to that conversation in the interview, I asked her to
explain a little bit about her background in terms of how she became involved in
participation and then how that changed. In response she described how throughout the
1990s she had worked quite closely with fellow informant Horelli on “many, many
participation projects”. Reflecting on this time, Kyttä (personal interview, 25 November,
2008) stated:
It was very, very interesting and exciting, but I found that I am still more like a
researcher than a participation project activator or something like that, and I
thought that I believe in some kind of evidence-based planning. So I found that I can
use my own skills and knowledge better as a researcher than as in any other role.
That was one reason why I withdrew a little bit from that kind of work.
At the heart of this diversion from popular participatory work with children seemed to be a
differing perspective on what kind of knowledge is relevant for change. Where Horelli’s
work during the 1990s had predominantly focused on qualitative data collected with small
sample groups of children, Kyttä’s work, has increasingly moved toward the collection of
quantitative data collected from large groups of children. Over the last decade, Kyttä and
her research team have been involved in a range of projects which ask children in various
Finnish communities to complete a survey, either online or by hand, identifying what spaces
within their community they used and how, as well as those spaces that were not utilised.
The data collected from these surveys was then analysed using a ‘soft’ kind of Geographic
Information System, otherwise known as ‘softGIS’, which takes the data and visually maps
out the social impacts of land use and perceived environmental quality over a large area.
These methods draw on theories of human geography and environmental psychology and
have been developed in co-operation with urban planners, who can potentially then use the
knowledge produced to implement wide-spread changes in planning processes.
Kyttä’s work shifts the focus from questions about what changes children wanted to see in
the future to how children were currently utilising their environment. Seen in the light of
popular understandings of participation through bottom-up practices, this could be seen as
a backward step in the move to make children’s lives better. However, seen from a wider
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perspective which takes into account relations of power as they relate on all levels, not just
the individual or the local, it does offer an interesting extension of the notion of ‘making a
difference’.
In describing the relationship between her work and that of more qualitative-based forms of
children’s participation, Kyttä (personal interview, 25 November, 2008) said:
One justification for this is that we have been said to quantify qualitative
information. That is true in fact. We try to gather large samples; we would rather
have a sample of thousands of inhabitants than tens of them. So we talk, we try to
get a large sample, a large amount of data that we can really process, that we can
really look at with quantitative methods. ... One interesting group of people who
may be interested in this kind of knowledge are the decision makers. It is very hard if
you only have a very verbally thick research report. Like, for example, the interview
data. I doubt decision makers ever read that report.
While Kyttä acknowledged that this approach created a limited and different type of
knowledge to that derived from qualitative projects, she maintained that far from being
mutually exclusive, the two forms of knowledge could actually work together in ways that
could produce really significant changes for children and communities.
Case five: change as radical
Perhaps the most fundamental concern identified in the popular reiterations of change
analysed in this section is that even where change is seen to occur successfully, dominant
power structures often remained intact. There is a sense that participating still requires
children to ‘play the game’ in order to effect change. In recognising the limitation this places
on what is possible for children in terms of their participation in policy-making, in their
article Making a Difference? Tisdall and Davis (2004: 137) argue that children risk being
excluded because they do not always know the rules or want to follow them:
The rules of the game constrain how the problem is conceptualised and thus what
issues are included. They constrain what strategies are considered acceptable by the
powerful government actors, who prefer strategies that promote stability and do not
politicise the issue.
Highlighting these “rules of the game”, Tisdall and Davis suggest an alternative way of
understanding change. To make room for this alternative vision, the article draws on a case
study of a participatory project in the UK where children had used a range of unusual means
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to participate, including the production of a rap CD. In analysing such an example, Tisdall
and Davis draw on a combination of children’s participation and ‘policy network’ literature.
The latter of these literatures provides theoretical tools used to analyse relationships
between the state and other interests in policy-making. More specifically, it distinguishes
between different types of potential involvement with policy making, from those whose
work is external to state organisations (i.e. ‘outsiders’) to those working from within (i.e.
‘insiders’) to those working on the periphery (i.e. ‘thresholders’).
In applying these concepts from the policy network literature to an analysis of children’s
participation, Tisdall and Davis (2004: 141) state that “[t]he status of children and young
people is changing, with movement from outsider to thresholder and even insider
positions”. Acknowledging this changing status, they ask: “Do children and young people
have to follow the rules of the game? Can the rules not themselves change?” (Tisdall and
Davis, 2004: 141). In response to these questions they propose that a more “radical” change
might involve challenging governance itself through the inclusion of political structures
involving children within government. Ultimately, Tisdall and Davis (2004: 141) argue, “this
will not be a gift that adults can give to children but an outcome that children and young
people achieve for themselves within the context of adult support and partnership”.
While drawing on relatively structured theoretical typologies, combined with an analysis of
‘real life’ examples from the children’s participation literature, such an analysis provides a
helpful tool which opens up possibilities for the types of change children can participate in.
Conclusion to the reiterations of change
Highlighting these instances of non-compliance with dominant reiterations of change
suggests several ways in which we might begin to go beyond a focus on change which is tied
to humanist assumptions regarding children and their place within the world. In recognising
that the transformative potential of localised approaches to children’s participation is reliant
on broader political change, this suggests it may be unrealistic to expect participatory
projects to transform existing relations of power.
Rather than disposing of the notion of change altogether, however, these gaps and fissures
show ways in which, through an awareness of the interdependence of theory and practice,
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we might be able to find ways to embrace multiple, even conflicting, forms of change. For,
as Gavey (1989: 461) argues, it is not that liberal humanist values are unworthy, but that
“the absence of metatheoretical concerns about power render them insufficient”. In this
sense, a more realistic account of participation and children may acknowledge how change,
whether in the form of self-transformation or the community, reflects sites of both
solidarity and conflict.

3.1.6 Conclusion to phase two
De-essentialising the agentic child: moving beyond humanism
The analysis in phase two of this genealogy has identified a range of conceptual barriers and
contradictions which are presently operating in the field through reiterations of agency,
voice, authenticity and change in the construction of an ‘agentic child’. This analysis has also
identified some of the gaps and fissures which also exist and may offer insights into how the
field might ‘think differently’. In order to foster these different ways of thinking, it is helpful
to recognise and explore theoretical tools that exist beyond the humanist leanings prevalent
in the dominant discourses of children’s rights, citizenship and childhood. The tools of
poststructural theory offer one potential way around some of the barriers presented above,
namely through deemphasising and problematising notions of ‘empowerment’,
‘competency’, ‘voice’, ‘change’, ‘autonomy’, ‘authenticity’ (ad infinitum). Placed within a
poststructural frame, these notions are highly productive in both positive and negative ways
and may hide the complex interconnectedness and interdependencies of children and their
social contexts. As long as we focus our attention on finding an ‘alternative’ image of the
child, these issues will not be resolved. As Foucault (1984c: 343) argues, “I am not looking
for an alternative; you can’t find the solution of a problem in the solution of another
problem raised at another moment by other people.”
This is a dilemma reflected in these reiterations of the child, where it seems the more
concerned participatory work becomes with transforming children in the name of unity and
equality, the more difficulties arise. This is a tension recognised by Morrow (2005: 67) in her
research on social capital, community cohesion and participation in England:
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On the one hand, government appears to want (or even requires) children and
young people to participate, but on the other hand, only on the government’s terms.
The recent documentation on community cohesion simultaneously constructs
children and young people as the problem to be solved, and as the solution to the
problem, but this raises a question of ethics.
Positioning adults and children in a fixed opposition to each another, whereby the former
are seemingly more powerful than the latter, fails to account for the complex ways in which
power is exercised between people and within the spaces in which participatory practices
are carried out. Such complexity, instability, changeability and fluidity is recognised by
Foucault (1997: 292) when he states:
[T]he fact that I am older than you, and that you may initially have been intimidated,
may be turned around during the course of our conversation, and I may end up
being intimidated before someone precisely because he is younger than I am.
If conceptualisations of power produce and constrain how children should think and act,
underlying inequalities between adults and children may be simply reinforced or regulated
rather than challenged.
A more complex and dynamic understanding of children’s agency in participation might
position such categories as fluid, while recognising the complex circumstances within which
actions and subjects are produced. Rather than a collection of autonomous, self-contained
subjects in possession of agency and expertise, this views society as an assortment of
events, whereby knowledge and subjects emerge through actions and interactions. Such an
approach challenges the structure/agency divide presented in some accounts of children’s
participation which draw on humanistic understandings to position children as essential
beings, unaffected by the adult world.
In aiming to undermine the polarising effects of children’s participation on adults and
children, Gallacher and Gallagher (2008) offer an alternative ontological framework for
conceiving of power in relation to the child subjects of participatory research. Gallacher and
Gallagher (2008: 511) call for an emphasis on ‘methodological immaturity’ whereby
distinctions between adults and children, beings and becomings, powerful and powerless
become irrelevant:
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It asks for a little humility: ‘we’ are all fallible: imperfect and naïve, learning and
changing; ‘immature’ rather than fully formed, rational, competent and autonomous
agents.
Rather than assuming competence until proven otherwise, Gallagher (2004: 240) argues a
more ‘fruitful tactic’ for breaching the divide between adults and children might be to focus
on the incompetencies of adults, “beings who are always becoming, developing,
transforming; whose intentions have no special privilege in the world of social action; and
whose agency is always indebted to the forms of disciplinary subjection which have
moulded them into autonomous individuals”.
Sitting with this complexity demands we continue to question the notions of power,
knowledge and the subject underlying approaches to participation. Rather ‘than siding with
the powerful’, this suggests a continuous reflection on the differences as well as the
similarities between “the power we promote and the power we oppose” (Butler, 1993:
241).
By interrogating words like ‘agency’, ‘voice’ and ‘change’ as employed in the field of
children’s participation, my intention is not to simply replace these words with alternatives,
as “to make a new word is to run the risk of forgetting the problem or believing it solved”
(Spivak, 1974: xv). Nor, however, is it my intention to suggest that these words, or any other
humanistic language for that matter, should be disposed of completely. Rather, the aim of
such an analysis in phase two has been to show how these words through their very
reiteration also illustrate their constitutive instabilities; instabilities which, if highlighted as I
have above in the ‘gaps and fissures’, may offer new ways of thinking that go beyond the
limitations of the ideas that currently dominate the field of children’s participation. Thus,
while I am not suggesting a complete rejection of humanism, or the dominant discourses of
childhood, children’s rights and children’s citizenship which underpin many of the
reiterations cited here, I do suggest these perspectives miss out on something of the
messiness and ambiguity of the participatory process.
What I am afraid of about humanism is that it presents a certain form of our ethics
as a universal model for any kind of freedom. I think that there are more secrets,
more possible freedoms, and more inventions in our future than we can imagine in
humanism as it is dogmatically represented on every side of the political rainbow:
the Left, the Center, the Right (Foucault, 1988b: 15).
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Chapter 4

4.1 A conclusion (with perennial beginnings)
I don’t write a book so that it will be the final word; I write a book so that other
books are possible, not necessarily written by me (Foucault, 1994: 162).
In undertaking this doctoral research I have aimed to invoke a disposition which sees the
task of critique as perennial and unending, a critique which concerns itself with an ‘historical
ontology of ourselves’, described by Foucault (2007: 118), as a “philosophical life in which
the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits
that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them”.
Rather than striving to accumulate a permanent body of knowledge, I understand this
research as necessarily unending. As Foucault (2007: 115) contends, “the theoretical and
practical experience that we have of our limits and of the possibility of moving beyond them
is always limited and determined; thus we are always in the position of beginning again”.
Given these theoretical understandings, my aim in this final section is two-fold. Firstly, I wish
to recapitulate and synthesise the arguments and questions that I have constructed in the
form of a two-phased poststructural genealogy. In doing so I wish to highlight the
contribution such work makes to the field of children’s participation. Secondly, in
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interrogating how knowledge about the field of children’s participation is produced,
disseminated, negotiated and resisted, I also wish to emphasise how this thesis supports the
potential for different, denser, wider and more colourful ways of thinking and acting. This is
based on the notion that “[b]ecoming aware of the ‘how’ makes it possible to consider ‘how
else’” (Duhn, 2006: 229). In becoming aware of the ‘how’ in this instance, I argued the
success of children’s participation in the later part of the twentieth century can be
attributed to the context in which it emerged; a context receptive to social justice and
democratically-inspired language and the political desire to make children politically active
and capable of self-government.
In order to interrogate this emergence, I constructed a poststructural genealogy, a research
methodology developed by Foucault as a way of rendering visible the discursive relations
which produce particular ‘truths’ about a subject or phenomenon (in this case, children’s
participation). In undertaking this genealogical line of inquiry I began by posing a number of
questions and sub-questions to navigate my thinking. Now that I have reached the final
pages, it is worth returning to these questions to trace how they have consequently been
addressed. The two overarching questions I sought to address were: 1) What are the
discourses which have been influential in the production of children’s participation and
why?; and, 2) What effect do discourses of children’s participation have on how the child is
constituted as well as the possibilities for future practice? To provide guidance and
coherency to the various sections of the genealogy, I also posed several sub-questions,
identified below, that helped give structure to the various sections included in the
genealogy.
In answering the first of these overarching questions and the first sub-question (i.e. What
global political, social and cultural trends have come to contextualise thinking about
children’s participation in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century?), the study
began by analysing notions of globalisation, individualisation and democratisation that have
come to characterise ‘new times’ and children’s participation within it. I argued that these
broad notions have had a significant impact on the everyday practices of children’s
participation due to their role in the production and support of particular discourses.
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This analysis then set the stage for identifying some of the major discourses related to
children’s participation, as set out in the second sub-question (i.e. What are some of the key
discourses that have come to dominate current understandings of children’s participation?).
In analysing discourses related to the intersecting areas of children’s rights, children’s
citizenship and childhood studies, I identified not only how certain discourses have come to
dominate and produce knowledge about children’s participation, but problematised their
underlying assumptions and essentialising tendencies.
In answering the third and fourth sub-questions (i.e. What are some of the key institutional
sites that enable particular discourses to be produced, circulated, legitimised and/or
contested in the field of children’s participation? and What are the key international spaces
in which particular knowledges about children’s participation are disseminated, who
constructs/legitimises these spaces and who has access to these spaces?), I then analysed
four major sites of power/knowledge and three key spaces of power/knowledge within the
field of children’s participation. More specifically this included an analysis of: the United
Nations, the non-governmental organisation, the state and the academy; and international
journals, conferences and the internet, respectively. Through this analysis I illustrated how
these sites and spaces both enabled and excluded different discourses and how this in turn
shaped practice within the field. I argued that, in supporting neo-liberal agendas of
managerialism and accountability, these sites and spaces tend to privilege knowledge which
is measurable and predetermined while downplaying some of the unique contextual
complexities and intangibles which are evident in any given participatory case.
Extending on this ‘macro-scale’ analysis presented in phase one of the genealogy, I then
drew on the work of Butler (1993) to address the second overarching question and the
second half of the sub-questions posed (i.e. What are some of the dominant discursive
concepts that are reiterated within the field to normalise particular practices?, In what way
do these reiterations constitute and govern children as subjects?, What do these reiterations
exclude and where and by whom have they been challenged or contested? and How might
acknowledgment of these contestations contribute to widening possibilities of future
practice?). Addressing these questions involved identifying a selection of popular language
and ideas that were ‘ritually reiterated’ within the informant interviews and literature;
namely, reiterations of ‘agency’, ‘voice’ and ‘change’. I did this in order to interrogate the
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ways in which relations of power/knowledge were seen to be operating within the field,
how the discourses identified in the first phase of the genealogy were popularly understood,
and most importantly to identify the effects such ideas had on what was possible for
practice. I argued that these popular reiterations of children’s participation often rely on
humanistic assumptions that position children as rational, competent, fixed and
autonomous human beings. And while drawing on these assumptions has helped support
the case for many children to participate in decisions that affect their lives, it also has the
unintended effect of excluding those children who do not or cannot meet this humanistic
image of the child. As well as excluding certain children, I argued that these humanistic
reiterations of the child do not leave much space for acknowledging the messiness of
context and the complex relations of power that underpin participatory work. I supported
this argument by providing fifteen unique cases of ‘non-compliance’ from the literature and
interviews which challenge dominant ways of thinking. For example, in challenging popular
reiterations of ‘agency’, I provided examples of situations where promoting children’s
competence was not helpful (e.g., children dealing with exceptionally traumatic
experiences, children seeking refugee status and children with physical and intellectual
disabilities). Similarly, in challenging popular reiterations of ‘voice’ as pure, authentic and
powerful, I provided examples of situations where children’s voices did not comply with
these assumptions or were a lot more ambiguous (e.g., children’s voices in legal
proceedings, children’s voices in the school context and children’s voices ‘we don’t want to
hear’). Finally, in interrogating popular reiterations of ‘change’ which privilege notions of
self-transformation, the local and practical, I provided examples of more complicated forms
of change in children’s participation (e.g., change as ‘strategic opportunity’, change as
unwanted, change as messy).
In providing these examples of non-compliance, the purpose was not only to highlight the
limitations of the humanistic assumptions underlying dominant reiterations of children’s
participation, but to open up possibilities for different ways of thinking. Using the ideas of
Butler, I demonstrated how the ‘constitutive instabilities’ within the dominant discourses
might provide alternative ways of theorising and practicing children’s participation. More
specifically, I identified that underlying almost all of these examples of non-compliance were
two things: direct nuanced experience with unique participatory situations and an openness
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to drawing on different theoretical ideas, such as those typically attributed to poststructural
and feminist thinkers.
By undertaking this poststructural analysis of children’s participation, I see my contribution
to this field as providing theoretical tools that can help put children’s participation into
perspective and context. This is something which I see as important in a field which is often
focused on the ‘here and now’ of participatory work. What I have tried to emphasise
throughout this genealogy is that discourses are productive, not oppressive. More
specifically, I have been concerned with the less visible ways in which children are governed
and invited to govern themselves in the name of participation. In doing so I have asked what
practices, positions and spaces are made available to children, as well as those that are not,
and how these challenge or reproduce particular conceptions of the child.
Fundamentally, what has underpinned this analysis is a concern with how the field has
constituted and governed the ‘agentic’ child citizen. My analysis has shown how inscribed in
the dominant discourses of rights, citizenship and childhood, and in fervent response to
those which position children as weak and incomplete victims, children are being
constructed as competent social actors with rights to participate in decisions that affect
their lives. My analysis showed how this image of the child is based on a humanistic liberal
tradition which constructs human beings as rational, autonomous fixed subjects who are
capable of speaking and acting in their own best interests. I have highlighted how such a
perspective tends to focus on children’s agency while creating an apolitical notion of the
child as somehow unaffected by or unexposed to the society within which they live.
Drawing on a poststructural perspective I have argued that these labels (‘agentic’,
‘competent’, ‘autonomous’, even ‘adult’ and ‘child’) are not descriptors of a prediscursive
state, but a response to a “history of identification and its ambiguous gifts and legacies”
(Rose, 1996: 39). While this labelling of the child has many benefits for many children, it is
also reflective of new forms of governance, where children’s participation may be seen as a
new mode of self-government. Participation is not a neutral instrument offered to children
but a technology of power that produces a type of individuality. This can potentially
homogenise and universalise children while operating as a ‘dividing practice’ to maintain
them in a constant binary with adults. This in turn leaves very little room for those children
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(and adults) who do not act in accordance with these discursive labels, while undervaluing
the diversity, complexity and messiness which accompanies any practice. As outlined in the
introduction to this thesis, technologies of power “determine the conduct of individuals and
submit them to certain ends of domination, an objectivising of the subject” (Foucault, 1988:
18). Whereas, technologies of the self refer to those operations individuals perform on
“their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being” in order to achieve a
“state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (Foucault, 1988: 18). For
Foucault, both technologies of power and technologies of the self produce effects that
constitute the self. In what Foucault terms ‘governmentality’, these technologies define the
individual and control their conduct in order to make them docile, useful and practical
citizens according to the state. Consequently, by uncritically drawing on structural language
such as ‘children’ and ‘autonomous’ or ‘empowerment’, the field of children’s participation
risks reproducing the very social inequalities they hope to resist or at least avoid.
What I have proposed in this thesis is a conception of children which is more nuanced,
messy and perpetually reconstructed, one which recognises identity as an “ongoing process
of hybridity, in which one’s sense of self is continuously made and re-made” (Massey, 2005:
10). So how might we go beyond these discursive limitations of the agentic child citizen?
It is important to note that going beyond the limitations of these discourses does not imply
a rejection of these discourses altogether. These discourses have their place, a significant
place, in improving children’s lives and reconceptualising how they are positioned within
society. However, these discourses need to be seen as part of the political currency of new
times rather than ‘truths’ that profess to originate from outside of these exchanges. They
offer but one perspective among many and need to be supplemented with more nuanced
and diverse ideas about what it means to be a child. By identifying a range of ‘gaps and
fissures’ (Butler, 1993), I hope that I may be part of this move to bringing about this greater
diversity.
In undertaking this poststructural genealogy, I also hope that I have identified tools that
may be of some benefit in this diversification process. For, according to Foucault (1988), our
role is not to propose an alternative, to state what must be or should take place, but to
identify tools and instruments that might be useful to people. As such, I am looking forward
to continuing to draw on these tools in seeking a disposition of continual critique that can
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recognise the politics from the ‘truths’, and the underlying assumptions that limit what
children can think and do. As part of this disposition, I believe it is also pertinent to
remember that children are neither originators of a discourse or solely determined by them.
Children instead should be seen as complex and multifaceted. Most of all, I want to continue
to learn to listen in a range of ways to children without relying on predetermined categories.
While it may be unrealistic to dispose of these predetermined categories entirely, there is
much that can be done (and, indeed, is being done) in everyday encounters with children
which offer opportunities to rework these categories and move beyond some of their
limiting effects.
Through this genealogy I have interrogated the ways in which power/knowledge operates to
produce children as subjects within the field of children’s participation. Such a critique
should not be taken as an attempt to immobilise the field, but rather to open up the field to
new ways of thinking. I have maintained a Foucauldian view that nothing is innately and
wholly good or bad, but everything is dangerous. Rather than simply working to oppress and
limit individuals, I see power in this instance as highly productive. Interrogating the
prevailing notion of the agentic child citizen is not the same as disavowing that notion.
Reiterations of the agentic child in the discourses of children’s participation are cultural
reproductions that have the potential to not only operate as categories of oppression, but
can be used as powerful tools against such forces. Identity is not fixed or continuous, but in
a constant state of becoming. Similarly, just because we cannot predetermine or uncover an
innate ‘truth’ about the child does not imply that the field of children’s participation does
not or cannot offer many important and engaging ideas and practices from which children
and adults can potentially benefit.
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Appendix A
The following table outlines major journals involved in the dissemination of knowledge
about children’s participation.
Journal title

Place of
publication

Year first Disciplinary
published grouping
(ARC)

Editor

Editorial/advisory
board by country

Children, Youth
and Environments
(previously
Children’s
Environments
Quarterly)
Children and
Society: the
international
journal of
childhood and
children’s services

Colorado, USA

1984-1995
(New York)
2003present
(Colorado)

Human
geography

Nth America (8),
Europe (6), UK (3), Sth
America (3), Asia (2),
Africa (2), Aus/NZ (1),
Middle East (1).

West Sussex,
UK

1987

Law

Environment and
Urbanization

London, UK

1989

Urban and
regional
planning

International
Journal of
Children’s Rights

London, UK

1993

Law

Louise
Chawla,
Fahriye
Sancar,
Willem van
Vliet (USA)
Allison James,
Nigel Thomas
and Martin
Woodhead
(UK)
Karen Malone
(Aus), Audrey
Osler,
Michael
Wyness (UK)
David
Satterthwaite
(UK)
Jane Bicknell
(UK)
Michael
Freeman (UK)

Young: Nordic
journal of youth
research

Copenhagen,
Denmark

1993

Youth studies

Karen
Valentin
(Denmark)

Childhood: a
journal of global
child research

Trondheim,
Norway

1993

Social work

Childrenz Issues

Dunedin, New
Zealand

1997

Social science;
social services
and public
welfare;
family,

Leena Alanen
(Finland),
Daniel
Thomas Cook
(USA),
Virginia
Morrow (UK),
Olga
Nieuwenhuys
(The
Netherlands)
Anne
Smith/Centre
for Research
on Children
and Families
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UK (11), Aus/NZ (3),
Nth America (2),
Europe (1)

UK (11), Nth America
(6), Asia (6), Africa (5),
Europe (3), Sth
America (3)
Nth America (9),
Europe (8), UK (5),
Asia (2), Aus/NZ (1),
Africa (1).
Europe (26), UK (4),
Nth America (4), Sth
America (1), Aus/NZ
(1)
Europe (9), Nth
America (6), UK (3),
Sth America (2), Asia
(2), Aus/NZ (1).

Aus/NZ (1)

marriage,
women
Human
geography

Children’s
Geographies:
advancing
interdisciplinary
understanding of
young people’s
lives

Oxfordshire,
UK

2003

Childhoods
Today: an online
journal for
childhood studies
Child Indicators
Research

Sheffield, UK

2007

Sociology

Jerusalem,
Israel

2008

Social science,
development
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(NZ)
Hugh
Matthews
(UK)
Stuart Aitken
(Nth
America);
Harriot
Beazley (Aus);
Tracey
Skelton (Asia)
Adrian L.
James (UK)

Asher BenArieh (Israel)

UK (22), Aus/NZ (4),
Nth America (3),
Europe (3), Africa (1),
Asia (1).

UK (8), Europe (6),
Nth America (5),
Aus/NZ (2), Sth
America (2), Africa (1).
Nth America (12),
Europe (7), UK (4),
Aus/NZ (2), Asia (2).

Appendix B
The following table outlines some of the major conferences involved in the dissemination of
knowledge about children’s participation.
Conference
title

Founding
organisation

Location

First
year
held

Focus/Description

Environmental
Design
Research
Association
(EDRA)
Conference

EDRA (an
international,
interdisciplinary
organisation
founded in
1968).

Varies
(primarily
Nth
America)

1969

The conference focuses on environmental
design research, with 19 interest area
networks including ‘Children, Youth and
Environments’, ‘Participation’, ‘Cities and
Globalisation’.

Nth Carolina
(1969);
Vancouver
(1976);
Ottawa
(1987);
Oaxtapec,
Mexico
(1991);
Montreal
(1993);
Edinburgh,
Scotland
(2001);
Vancouver
(2005);
Veracruz,
Mexico
(2008)

EDRA also give out several awards, including
the ‘EDRA Achievement Award’ recognising
an “outstanding contribution to the field of
environment-behaviour and research”, of
which Roger Hart (with his Children’s
Environmental Research Group) has been a
recipient.

Children,
Nature and
the Urban
Environment
Symposium

US Department
of Agriculture,
Forest Service

Washington,
DC

1975

A symposium-fair focusing on the role of
natural environments and human
development, research on urban children and
the natural environment, and community and
institutional response to fostering desirable
relationships between nature and
development of urban children. Two of the
key informants were involved in its
organisation (Hart and Lorenzo).

United
Nations World
Summit for
Children

UNICEF

New York

1990

The ‘brain-child’ of James Grant (head of
UNICEF), the Summit was then the largest
gathering of world leaders in history
assembled at the United Nations that was
designed to promote commitment to a set of
goals to improve children’s well-being
worldwide by the year 2000. The Summit led
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to the adoption of the Declaration on the
Survival, Protection and Development of
Children and a Plan of Action for
implementing the Declaration in the 1990s.
It was the first time a UN conference had set
a broad agenda for a wide range of goals in
health, education, nutrition and human
rights, and it set the stage for a series of UN
conferences through the 1990s on
population, environment, food, human rights,
social development and women’s rights.
United
Nations
Conference on
Environment
and
Development
(Earth
Summit)

United Nations

Children at
Risk

Rio de
Janeiro

1992

The Earth Summit led to the adoption of
Agenda 21, which was then revisited in 1997
and 2002. Agenda 21 has four sections;
section three is concerned with
“strengthening the role of major groups”
(including the roles of children and youth,
women, NGOs, local authorities, businesses
and workers).

Norway

1992

The conference initiated the global NGO
Childwatch International, based in Norway
but focused on children worldwide.

World Play
Summit

International
Association for
the Child’s Right
to Play and Toy
Libraries
Association

Melbourne

1993

This conference, attended by one of the
informants (Shier), was the twelfth World
Conference of the International Play
Association (IPA) and the sixth World
Conference of the International Toy Libraries
Association.

United
Nations
Conference on
Human
Settlements

United Nations

Istanbul

1996

According to one informant (Malone, 2006:
15): “The projected impact of urbanization on
human quality of life was the focus of the first
Habitat Agenda proclaimed in 1976. The
agenda was revisited in Istanbul in 1996.
From this meeting emerged the Habitat II
Agenda (UNCHS 1997). A delegation from
UNICEF presented the draft ‘Children’s Rights
and Habitat’ at the meeting. This document
drew specific attention to the important role
children have in sustainable development,
and launched the term ‘child friendly cities’.
From UNICEF’s report, and after much
lobbying from conference participants, a
preamble was inserted into the Habitat II
Agenda that included a specific focus on
children and youth”.

North

NAAEE

Portland,

1995

The Conference maintains a “positive, non-
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American
Association of
Environmental
Education
Conference

confrontational approach” to environmental
education in its broadest sense. It focuses on
ideas around teaching “how to think about
the environment, not what to think”. For one
of the informants (Malone), this conference
introduced her to Chawla and the UNESCO
Growing Up in Cities project.

Maine

Urban
Childhood
Conference

Childwatch
international
and Norwegian
Centre for Child
Research

Norway

1997

The Conference focused on reviewing the
situation of working children and identified
the directions in which recent research and
programmatic action were leading. This was
also the event that drove the timeline for the
GUIC project, which was presented and
showcased by the NCCR.

Children’s
Participation
in Community
Settings: A
Research
Symposium

Childwatch
International
and UNESCOMOST
programme

Norway

2000

The Symposium brought together members
of Childwatch International and the UNESCO
Growing Up in Cities project, as well as other
‘experts’ to review and plan research on
children’s participation in different settings of
community life. Based on this Symposium,
the International Institute of Environment
and Development (IIED) published a special
issue of the PLA Notes on children’s
participation.
The list of participants included several of the
informants (namely, Hart, September and
Malone).

A World Fit
for Children:
Special
Session on
Children

UN General
Assembly

New York

2002

UN General Assembly meet for the first time
to specifically discuss children’s issues.
Hundreds of children participate as members
of official delegations, and world leaders
commit themselves to a compact on child
rights, ‘A World Fit for Children’.

Child in the
City

European
Network of Child
Friendly Cities /
UNICEF / the
Child in the City
Foundation

Varies
(Europe)

2002

The Conference brought together
representatives of local administrations,
institutions, universities, associations and civil
society organisations that are involved in the
promotion of child friendly cities, primarily
from Europe, but increasingly from other
developed and developing parts of the world.
As the network that, in collaboration with
UNICEF/Habitat, organises the event every

Brugge
2002,
London
2004,
Stuttgart
2006,
Rotterdam
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two years, the European Network of Child
Friendly Cities was founded in 1996 and is
focused on stimulating local implementation
of the UNCRC. The network and Conference
have made a significant contribution to the
construction of child friendly cities as a ‘global
movement’.

2008

Childhoods

Childwatch
International,
University of
Oslo, Norwegian
Centre for Child
Research,
Norwegian Social
Research

Norway

2005

The Conference was part of the University of
Oslo’s Centennial Celebration, and brought
together 1200 child researchers, practitioners
and policy makers from 95 different countries
to present research, debate and exchange
knowledge about childhood. Alongside, social
and artistic presentations, the Conference
also included ‘child and youth focused
events’.

A World Fit
for Children
Plus 5

United Nations
General
Assembly

New York

2007

This was a follow-up to the outcomes of the
UN Special Session on Children, five years on.

Theorising
Children’s
Participation:
Learning
Across
Countries and
Across
Disciplines

Children’s
Institute,
University of
Cape Town

Cape Town

2009

This was the first of an expected series of
interdisciplinary and international seminars
funded by the Leverhulme Trust, as part of an
interdisciplinary academic network on
theorising children’s participation.
Subsequent seminars are expected to be held
in Brazil and India. The aim: to critically
engage with ‘children’s participation’ in the
public arena to develop the theoretical
underpinnings of the concept.

Children’s
Symposium
and ISCI
Conference

International
Society for Child
Indicators (ISCI)

Sydney

2009

Organised by the International Society for
Child Indicators (ISCI), the Conference
brought together researchers, child advocates
and policy makers to share knowledge
regarding indicators and measurements for
children’s wellbeing.

World Urban
Forum 5 (The
Right to the
City: Bridging
the Urban
Divide)

United Nations

Rio de
Janeiro

2010

The Forum, attended by nearly 14,000 people
from 150 countries, brought together
presidents, local and central government
officials, civil society and grass root
organisations, the private sector, researchers,
and youth in the format of dialogues,
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networking sessions, trainings and other
events. UNICEF participated, along with other
partners with a view to ensure ‘the presence
of children’ in the urban debates.
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Appendix C
The following table outlines some of the key websites involved in the dissemination of
knowledge about children’s participation.
Website
title

Location

Year
launched

URL

Focus/Description

Childwatch
Internation
al Research
Network
(CRIN)

Norway

1997

http://www
.childwatch.
uio.no

The CRIN website was officially launched in 1997,
two years after the Network was formally
established, and includes an extensive resource
database. CRIN has a membership of more than
1700 organisations in over 140 countries. About
85% are NGOs, 65% in Africa, Asia and Latin
America. CRIN also provides information for 2500
organisations and individuals via their mailing list,
including an email newsletter CRINMAIL
(initiated in 1997, the same year as the website).
Information on the website is arranged around
the following themes: about child rights, armed
conflict, child labour, children in conflict with the
law, children without parental care, disability,
discrimination, education, health, HIV and AIDs,
media, poverty and economics, rights-based
programming sexual exploitation, UN Special
Session on Children, and violence against
children.

Save the
Children

UK

1997?

http://www
.savethechil
dren.org

According to the website, Save the Children,
established in the UK in 1919, is the world’s
leading independent organisation for children,
with 29 organisations concerned with 120
countries.

UNICEF
Child
Friendly
Cities
database

Italy

2001

http://childf
riendlycities
.org/cfcdatabase/

Run by the CFC Secretariat, the database
contains over 1,600 child friendly cities related
materials, including case studies of projects and
‘best practice’ reports and web links.

Bernard
van Leer
Foundation
website

The
Netherlan
ds

2005

http://bern
ardvanleer.
org

While the Foundation’s website has existed for
many years, it was not until 2005 that the
website started to make resources available
online. Its primary function is to make
information available on the Foundation’s
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activities, particularly for practitioners in early
childhood and policy-makers, but also other
organisations and the media. There are
approximately 150 publications available for
download, organised into a number of different
series: ‘Early Childhood Matters’, ‘Early
Childhood in Focus’, ‘Working Papers’, ‘Online
Outreach Papers’, ‘Practice and Reflections’, as
well as books, corporate publications and annual
reports.

Innocenti
Research
Centre
library
catalogue

Italy

2007

http://159.2
13.63.27/EO
SWeb/OPAC
/Index.asp

Run by the IRC, the library catalogue contains
over 12,000 records, of which 3,000 relate to
children’s rights. These resources are primarily
produced by NGOs and other voluntary
associations working with children, but also
includes UN/multilaterial, academic and legal
documents and publications.

Participatio
n Works
‘Gateway’

UK

2007

http://www
.participatio
nworks.org.
uk/

The Participation Works website, referred to by
the organisation as ‘The Gateway’, was first
launched in 2007 and was then redesigned in
2009. An article discussing the launch of the
latest version describes the website as offering “a
range of essential tools and resources, including
latest links to research and information in youth
participation issues”. The article also describes
the website as “a platform for the development
of a community, uniting anyone with an interest
in youth participation across the country by
sharing good practice ideas”.
The website has a number of ‘rooms’ of thematic
content. Each room brings together resources on
key youth participation themes, links to relevant
organisations and an archive of relevant news,
events and comments. While predominantly UK
focused, the resources provided are accessible
and used increasingly broadly.
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Appendix D

Participant Information Sheet
Before agreeing to participate in this research, it is important that you read and understand the
following explanation of the proposed procedures. It describes the procedures, risks and possible
discomforts of the study for you.
Title of Study:
‘Governing the agentic child citizen: a poststructural analysis of children’s participation’
Primary Researcher:
Ms Catherine Hartung, PhD Candidate, Faculty of Education, University of Wollongong, Australia
Project Overview:

A doctoral project conducted through the University of Wollongong., this research aims to
investigate key international participatory projects with children. In grappling with the global context
in which children’s participation is currently placed, interviews will be conducted with key
experienced international professionals within the field. The resulting data will then be analysed
using poststructuralist theory to inform the construction of a new theoretical framework of
children’s participation.
Participation Details:

As a key participant in this research you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview
(over the phone, email, face to face, or Skype – depending upon what is most suitable). You will be
asked questions relating to your involvement in and experiences of participatory projects with
children. Interviews conducted face to face, over the phone or on Skype, may be audio-taped in
order to accurately transcribe interviews.
As someone with a significant profile in this area, complete anonymity or the allocation of a
pseudonym cannot be assured. However, any written work resulting from the interviews will be sent
back to you for feedback, and sections can be changed, added to or deleted accordingly.
Participation will only commence once the attached Participant Consent Form has been signed by
you. The data gathered from the interviews will be primarily used in the researcher’s doctoral thesis;
however, sections may also be published in reports, journal articles, conference papers and
presentations.
All data will be kept in a locked filing cabinet and password protected computer held by the
researcher at University of Wollongong for five years. Your participation in this project is entirely
voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the project at any time without consequence. If you
withdraw, all data will be removed permanently from the data set.
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If you have any questions about the research, please contact:
Catherine Hartung
PhD Candidate
Faculty of Education
University of Wollongong
NSW 2522 Australia
Email: chartung@uow.edu.au
Phone:+61 2 4221 3603
Mobile: +61 (0) 408 602 327

If you have any concerns or complaints about the way this research has been conducted, you can
contact:
Eve Steinke
Ethics Officer
University of Wollongong
NSW 2522 Australia
Email: eves@uow.edu.au
Phone: +61 02 42214457

Information on the complaints procedure for ethics is also available on:
http://www.uow.edu.au/research/rso/ethics/UOW009375.html
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Participant Consent Form
I have read and understood the information provided to me on the Participant Information Sheet
and I agree to participate in the doctoral research project, ‘Governing the agentic child citizen: a
poststructural analysis of children’s participation’, to be conducted by Catherine Hartung from the
Faculty of Education, University of Wollongong. I understand the intention of the project is to
investigate key international participatory projects with children in order to build a theoretical
framework around current understandings of children’s participation.
As a participant, I understand that:







I will be asked to describe my experiences of, and reflections on, children’s participation;
the length and frequency of interviews will be negotiated according to my availability (i.e.
anywhere from a once-off thirty minute interview to a series of one hour interviews over
several weeks).
interviews will take place over email, the phone, Skype or face to face, depending upon what
is convenient to me;
interviews over the phone, Skype or face to face will be audio-taped for transcribing
purposes;
I will have the opportunity to change or delete any information recorded or constructed by
the researcher;
the information I provide will be reproduced in a doctoral thesis, as well as possibly reports,
journal articles, conference papers and presentations by the researcher.

I have had an opportunity to ask Catherine Hartung (+61 408 602 327, chartung@uow.edu.au) any
questions I may have about the research and my expected involvement. I understand that my
participation is voluntary and that should I no longer wish to participate in the project there will be
no penalty for withdrawing and my relationship with the University of Wollongong will not be
affected. I also understand that I will have the opportunity to withdraw any of my responses from
the data set at any time. I understand that should I have any questions or concerns or complaints
regarding the way the research is or has been conducted I can contact Eve Steinke, Ethics Officer,
Office of Research (eves@uow.edu.au or +61 2 4221 4457).

__________________________________

__________________________________

Name of Participant (please print)

Signature of Participant

_____/____/_____
Date
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